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PARTI

Miranda,

Under the Yellow Flag


Newburyport, Massachusetts

June 1796

One

IT WAS PAST TEN BELLS WHEN THE HARBORMASTER SENT HIS son to fetch the doctor. Leander Hatch was nineteen, and as he sprinted from Sumner’s Wharf, across Market Square, and then up State Street, the smell of the salt marshes at low tide filled his lungs until he arrived, winded and sweating, at Wolfe Tavern.

Roger Davenport, who sat on a tall stool outside the open doorway, clutched Leander’s shoulder. “What’s your rush there?” Davenport seemed to have spent his entire life determining who should gain admittance to the ordinary.

“Doctor Wiggins is needed down to waterside.”

Davenport let go of the boy and folded his arms. “Now why would that be?”

Leander stared at the man, his hairless, round skull, his bulging neck. He was missing the lower portion of his right ear, which, according to rumor, had been bitten off by either a drunken sailor or a Water Street prostitute. “I was sent by my father, the harbormaster.”

“Caleb Hatch—he be your father?”

“Yes.” Leander hesitated, and then added, “Sir.”

Davenport leaned close, tilting his head to one side. “And what would he be wanting with Doctor Wiggins, at this hour?”

“I cannot say.” Leander peered into the smoky tavern, which reeked of tobacco, meat, and clam chowder. The room was crowded with men, sitting around tables, standing along the bar, the din of their voices at once jocular and angry. Women served them tankards of beer, bowls of flip, and platters of charred beef.

“All right. But you wait here.” Davenport slid off his stool and went inside the tavern, his big head just ducking beneath each low ceiling beam. He stopped at the booth nearest the fireplace, where a man was slumped over the table, his head resting on his forearms. Taking hold of his coat collar, Davenport lifted up Dr. Wiggins’s head, his wire-frame spectacles cockeyed on his face. Davenport yanked him out of the booth and pushed him back to the door, bringing jeers, laughter, and some applause from the other men in the room. Wiggins tried to resist, but he was too unsteady on his feet.

“You’ve been summoned,” Davenport said pleasantly as he shoved the doctor out onto the porch. “Take a whiff of low tide out there and you’ll be tolerably sober.”

The doctor stumbled down the steps and began wandering along State Street. Dr. Giles Wiggins was, by Leander’s estimate, in his late thirties, but he had the constitution of a man a full score older. He wore a frock coat that was rent, patched, and ill-fitting, and he appeared in perpetual need of a decent meal. Dark hair fell about his shoulders in disarray; yet, even though intoxicated, Leander thought his gaze suggested decorum and a manner of kindly inquiry uncommon in this harbor town. He was one of only three physicians in Newburyport, and merely a surgeon, whose only distinction was that he had learned his trade at sea during the war with England.

“What’s this about?” he said over his shoulder.

Leander followed a few steps behind, as though he were herding livestock. “My father wants you to accompany him out to a ship at anchor in the river basin. He has denied its request to tie up at the wharf.”

“Denied? Why?”

“He needs you to perform a medical inspection, Doctor.”

“What ship?” When Leander hesitated, the doctor stopped walking. “It has a name.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“You don’t know?” the doctor asked, turning around. “Or you cannot say?”

“I was told only to fetch you down to the wharf.”

The doctor began walking again, now with Leander at his side. “Tell me, how did the harbormaster determine that this ship might need to be inspected?”

“The pilot, Mr. Wainwright, he had been rowed out to Plum Island to guide the ship around the shoals and upriver.”

“Nothing unusual there—”

“He came right back to the wharf claiming that there be some illness aboard the ship.”

“What form of illness?”

“Fever, it appears, sir.”

“I see. You might have said so in the first place.”

When Leander didn’t reply, Doctor Wiggins studied him for a long moment. “Your eyes, they do take after your mother’s,” he said. Leander’s surprise caused the doctor to smile. “Well, we best not tarry with idle talk.”

He quickened his pace as they entered Market Square. Spars and masts stitched the night sky, and as they neared the water, the doctor appeared to take better possession of his faculties.
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As the harbormaster’s skiff pulled away from Sumner’s Wharf, Giles Wiggins leaned over the side and heaved his guts into the river.

“Feel better now?” Caleb Hatch asked from the bow.

“I do, yes,” Giles said, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. “As a man of medicine, I’m a great believer in the benefits of vomit.”

The four oarsmen laughed. They were Thomas Poole, the current high sheriff, two constables, Jotham Poe and his brother Elisha, and Leander. They sculled downriver on the falling tide, entering the wide basin that was bordered to the north by the salt marshes of Ring’s Island and to the south by the clam beds of Joppa Flats. Due east, Plum Island’s dunes were lit by a three-quarter moon rising above the Atlantic. Straight ahead, a three-mast brigantine lay at anchor.

“Starboard,” Caleb Hatch called out. “Keep us upwind of her.”

“This is the Miranda?” Giles said.

Jotham Poe raised his head from his labor, grinning. “Aye, one of your brother’s ships, Doctor, come north from the Caribbean. Named after your own mother, I believe?”

The doctor glanced at Leander. “I asked if you knew the name of this ship.”

The boy looked to his father, who said, “Upon my instructions, Doctor. The boy was only following orders.”

“I see.” Giles settled a haunch on the port gunwale. “Everyone knows that at night I can usually be found in the public house.”

Jotham and Elisha Poe laughed again as they pulled at their oars. Constables had a rather dubious distinction in Newburyport, and the title often brought more fear than respect. Some of the high sheriff’s men had served in the militia against the British, while others merely shouldered sticks during marching drills on the training field at the Mall; all worked for small coin and required other forms of employment.

Giles looked toward Joppa Flats, which was dotted with dozens of clam diggers’ lanterns as they worked the low tide. Suddenly he stood up and cupped his hands about his spectacles. In the middle distance he thought he made out two low black lines, moving through the water. The splash of an oar caught the moonlight.

“They’re rowing ashore.” Giles pointed toward the two boats.

Caleb Hatch turned his head and leaned forward. “Two?”

“No,” Leander said. “Three.” He pointed toward another dark line in the water that was closer in toward shore.

The boy was long-limbed but not awkward. He had his mother’s lean face, her fair hair. “Very good, Leander,” the doctor said.

“Jotham,” the harbormaster said. “I sent you out with explicit instructions that no one was to disembark from that vessel without my consent.”

“Aye, sir,” Jotham said, and then he snorted. “But you can’t keep sailors on deck when they can smell the rum and pussy ashore. And I wager you’ll find goods from the Miranda sold in Market Square tomorrow. Enoch Sumner—there’s a man who knows how to line his pockets.”

The skiff drew alongside the Miranda. Several of the ship’s crewmen were standing along the rail. “Who’s your captain?” Caleb Hatch called out.

There was a moment when the crew looked amongst themselves, and then one man said, “I am in command of this ship.” His voice was laced with a French accent.

“And you are?” the harbormaster asked.

“Captain Antoine Delacourte.”

“Captain, I’m Caleb Hatch, the harbormaster, and you were given instructions that no one was to leave this ship.”

“That is so.”

“We saw boats rowing ashore.”

“Boats? We have seen no boats rowing ashore.” Delacourte looked to his left and right, and then held his hands out over the railing as though to show that he wasn’t concealing anything. “I assure you, we have complied with all requests.”

“I see,” Hatch said. “I’ve brought the doctor here to inspect your ship.”

After a moment, the captain said, “Very well, Monsieur.”

Delacourte then barked orders in French, and lines were thrown to the oarsmen. Once the skiff was secured, a rope ladder was rolled down the side of the ship’s hull. Giles climbed aboard and found a small band of crewmen on deck. Their clothes were reduced to rags, and several wore no shirts. They stared at the doctor as though they were prepared to draw knives and defend their ship to the last.

Delacourte was an obese man in a tattered white coat that was stretched taut across his belly. “We arrive on the morning tide and wait for the pilot to come and guide us to port. This pilot, he will not take us up to harbor. You must replace this man.”

There was a faint cough from somewhere below.

“What’s your cargo?” Giles asked.

Delacourte cleared his throat. “Molasses and sugar, mostly. Lumber. Livestock. And horses, fine stallions for Mr. Sumner, the owner of this ship.”

“I wish to go below,” Giles said.

Delacourte straightened up, as though determined to refuse this request.

“I am Dr. Wiggins, Captain. Enoch Sumner’s my half-brother, and Mr. Hatch down there in that skiff is the harbormaster, along with Mr. Poole, the high sheriff, and I have the authority to inspect this ship. Do you understand?”

Delacourte considered this a moment, then said, “I will accompany you myself—”

“I’d prefer to go on my own, Monsieur. It sounds like you have a sick man down there.”

Delacourte hesitated a moment before he said, “Indeed. Anything for my crew.” He turned to one of them, an older man in a cook’s apron. “Mead, take the good doctor below.”

Mead nodded obediently and led the doctor astern to the companionway. Giles descended and paused at the bottom of the stairs—the air below was close. Mosquitoes hovered around the dim lanterns that hung from the low deck beams. There was an odor of something fetid that had turned days ago in the heat. He looked up at Mead, who remained up on deck. “What’s that smell?”

“Don’t know, Doctor. Just me cookin’?”

Giles went below. He had to stoop as he moved forward in the ship. There were perhaps two dozen hammocks strung from the ceiling beams, ghostly shapes in the near-dark. Farther below, in the ship’s hold, he could hear pigs grunting, the heavy knock of horse’s hooves. Forward of the mainmast there were two hammocks. He took a lantern from a ceiling hook and approached the first hammock, which was occupied a boy who couldn’t have been more than eighteen. His eyes were closed, and his face and shirt were soaked with sweat. Giles hung the lantern from a nearby hook and placed his hand on the boy’s forehead; he was burning with fever. Startled, he opened his eyes, confused and fearful.

“It’s all right, son,” Giles said. “I’m a doctor.” With his thumb he rolled up the boy’s left eyelid. Even in the flickering lamplight he could see that the eyeball had a yellow tinge to it, as did the boy’s skin. “What’s your name?”

“Joseph, sir. Joseph Eagan.”

“How long have you been like this, Joseph?”

“Can’t say. Four, five days at least.”

“How many crew have you lost?”

There was a moment of clarity in the boy’s eyes. “Four.” With effort he lifted his head so he could look toward the bow, where a man lay in the other hammock. “I haven’t heard nothing from Pellatier there. He’s been groaning something awful, but now he’s stopped.”

Giles went over to the other hammock, stepping round a pool of black vomit on the floor. Pellatier’s mouth and beard were covered with dried blood. Giles felt his neck for a pulse but there was none.

“Are we in Newburyport, sir?”

The doctor returned to the boy. “Yes, Joseph.”

“Can I go ashore?”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.”

“Then I’ll die here, too.”

“We can’t let any crew off the ship until we know what we’re dealing with.”

After a moment the boy closed his eyes and nodded his head. “I’m very thirsty.”

“You’re a brave fellow, Joseph. I’ll see that you get water.” Giles began to turn away, but then looked at the boy again. “Tell me, the other crewmen who died, they were buried at sea?”

“They were,” the boy said. “Captain Frothingham was very swift about it.”

“What is his name?”

The boy’s eyes opened and he appeared puzzled. “Captain Frothingham, sir.”

“Wears a white frock coat?”

“Yes.”

“Delacourte wears it now.”

“The first mate.” Joseph nodded weakly. Then he suddenly tried to raise his head, and Giles took hold of his shoulders to help him. A fierce heat came through his damp shirt and his lips were cracked and parched. “Then the captain’s took ill, too, has he?” the boy asked.

“I suspect so.”

Joseph’s eyes grew wide and perhaps fearful.

“What is it, son?”

“Delacourte. After dark he sent boats ashore.”

“I know,” Giles said. “We saw them.”

The boy shivered as he eased back in the hammock.

“I’ll have water brought immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The doctor made his way back through the ship and climbed the companionway. Mead was sitting on the top step, and he got to his feet. He wouldn’t look directly at the doctor. “You go down and give that boy water, plenty of water, Mead. And put a blanket over him—and broth in small portions, so he might have a chance to keep it down.” The cook looked terrified as he stared down into the companionway. “Now, Mead.”

Reluctantly, the man descended into the bowels of the ship, murmuring to himself. Giles went to the port rail, where Delacourte stood with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Awful business, isn’t it, Doctor?”

“That’s the captain’s coat you’re wearing,” Giles said.

“I am the captain.”

“You are the first mate, who put the captain’s coat on after he died.”

Delacourte lifted his chin and would not return Giles’s gaze.

“You have sent boats ashore—we saw them. This is in direct contradiction to orders issued by the harbormaster. No one else on this ship is to go ashore.” The doctor looked at the crew, who now appeared ready to rush at him. “None of you,” he said loudly, “is to leave this ship. I will advise the harbormaster that this vessel should be placed under quarantine until further notice. Mr. Delacourte, you are to fly the yellow flag.”

“We are under quarantine?” Delacourte turned to the doctor now.

“Until further notice.”

“But we are nearly out of fresh water, and our provisions are low—”

“They will be sent out to you. And under the circumstances, I will recommend that the harbormaster have some of our constables stand guard.”

“We are under arrest?”

“They will not come aboard but will remain in their boats.”

Delacourte folded his arms. “This is an outrage.”

“Their purpose is to see that you and the rest of your crew remain on this ship until further notice.” Giles climbed over the rail to the ladder and descended to the skiff.


Two

SHE HEARD THE WAGON COMING UP HIGH STREET, AND WHEN it turned into the drive she laid down her book and pushed herself up out of her chair. Her bedroom windows looked down on the courtyard and the stable in back. She watched the driver halt the team, the sound of hooves and harnesses reverberating off of the cobblestone. Two stable boys came out and tended to the horses. There was also much commotion downstairs, and soon her son Enoch emerged from the back door, leading this evening’s entourage into the courtyard. As usual, he wore an enormous cocked hat and was accompanied by his nuisance of a small dog, Bowsprit. He walked with a cane, favoring his right foot, which was prone to gout. He hobbled toward the wagon and the large wooden cask tied in the bed.

As everyone gathered around the wagon, Enoch gave instructions while the driver and one of the livery boys untied the ropes that secured the cask. Jonathan Bream, Enoch’s personal bard, spread out his arms and bellowed, “Ode to the mighty task of lifting so heavy a cask!” Delighted, the inebriated members of the entourage applauded. They consisted of the usual fools and fops who gathered most nights in the Sumner house, and, of course, they were accompanied by ladies of easy virtue, with gay voices, pinched waists, and powdered, overripe bosoms.

It took several men to lower the cask to the cobblestones. Enoch then removed his cocked hat and the others fell silent with bowed heads. He was not wearing a periwig, and she could see the bald crown of his head as he murmured a prayer. A solemn prayer made in jest, for it was all in jest, night after night, the food, the beverage, the women, all in the perpetual pursuit of what Enoch called Diversion. And as long as he paid for it, he would have company to help him seek these nightly entertainments.

When he finished his prayer, Fields, the butler, came out of the house with a drill and a tap. He set the drill in the top of the cask and began to turn the handle, boring down into the wood. Two of the servants arrived with pewter goblets on silver serving trays, which they distributed to members of the entourage. A kind of frenzy overtook the audience. Ladies turned and swirled their skirts. A man walked around the courtyard on his hands. Bowsprit yapped madly. And Jonathan Bream, standing next to the cask, with great drama cried, “This must be the finest rum to be made by man. God bless our dear departed Captain Frothingham!”

Amid the frivolity, Enoch turned and glanced up at the house. She quickly stepped back from the window. Suddenly her lungs seemed to have collapsed and she couldn’t breathe. She feared that she might faint. Her skin prickled; she could feel the heat rising in her face. The laughter in the courtyard seemed to invade her room, and when she closed her eyes it felt as though she were turning slowly. This too had come upon her before, here in her room, where she was so often confined—a self-imposed imprisonment, one of necessity, or so she believed. It was said that Enoch Sumner was mad, a semi-literate imbecile (though this never stopped him from publishing broadsides in the local newspapers), but she knew otherwise. He was indeed addled, frequently inebriated, and perpetually randy, but beneath this outrageous veneer was concealed a shrewd, calculating instinct that had brought him his fortune.

When she caught her breath, she went out into the hallway, startling one of the maids, the Jamaican girl, Cedella, who quickly curtsied. Ignoring the girl, she descended the stairs, moved down the hall, pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen, and burst in on the cooks who were cleaning up the kitchen after the night’s dinner.

“Ma’am?” Miriam asked, wiping her hands on her apron. “Would you be in need of something? I can still prepare you a plate—you must be famished, as you did not come down for dinner.”

She picked up a cleaver, causing Miriam to take a step backwards. The girl scrubbing the stove dropped her brush in fright.

She put down the cleaver and went to the fireplace. There, leaning against the brick, was an axe for splitting kindling. When she picked up the axe, the girl began sobbing.

“Ma’am,” Miriam said, bravely stepping forward, though her voice was fretful. “Might I assist you in some way? Because you certainly needn’t—”

She placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and pushed her aside. She went through the mudroom, threw open the back door, and stepped out into the courtyard. The revelers stopped their festive gyrations and stared at her in awe.

After a moment, Enoch said, “Ah, Mother, so glad you decided join us.”

“Not a drop!” she cried as she crossed the courtyard, the axe raised above her head. She brought the blade down on the unopened cask, splintering wood and splashing herself with rum. She swung again, breaking the boards down one side. Rum poured out of the cavity, drenching her feet, her shoes, her fine silk dress. The physical release was welcome—and with several more blows of the axe she continued to demolish the cask.

Then she stopped, again breathless and overcome with exhaustion. The courtyard was silent, except for the sound of rum trickling along the cracks between cobblestones.

And there was movement—it came from inside the cask, as first a hand, followed by an arm, appeared in a gap in the boards.

The ladies shrieked, clutching at men for protection.

Then a sound came from inside the cask, a tumbling of something heavy, until Captain Frothingham appeared in the hole, his face grossly swollen, his eyes still open, his tongue thick and black.


Three

LEANDER WAS AWAKENED AT DAWN BY THE BROWNES’ ROOSTER. His bed was in the attic, and outside he could also hear the neighborhood’s pigs and chickens stirring in their pens and coops. Mourning doves, lined up along the roof peak, cooed gently. He got up, dressed in yesterday’s britches and a clean shirt, which was stiff from washing. The deep smell of clams filled the house. He climbed down the ladder to the hallway and went into the kitchen. His mother was at the stove, cutting into a clam pie. She put a slice on a plate and brought it to the table.

“You came home much too late last night,” she said as she sat across from him.

At the end of the table his sister Sarah nibbled on a piece of bread, her eyes looking straight ahead. When their mother spoke to him sharply, Sarah often became quiet and curious.

“I was with Father,” he said. “He didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“He sent me to find Doctor Wiggins.”

“At that hour the doctor couldn’t have been much sober.” Then there was a moment when her eyes moved away as though she were trying to recall something. Leander had seen this in his mother before—a moment when her mind seemed to wander away. Her expression became quizzical, distracted, but then she turned back to him and asked, “You did find him?”

Leander nodded. “And we rowed out to a ship anchored off Joppa Flats.” He cut into his clam pie with his fork, but it was so hot he had to hold his mouth open and exhale before he could start to chew. “There’s sick men on board and—”

The back door opened, admitting bright sunlight. Leander’s father stepped inside, pulling the door shut. He went to the sideboard and dunked his hands in the water bucket, and then toweled them off.

“What about these sick men?” Leander’s mother asked.

Leander had long ago realized that it was common for his father to not tell her things, and he wondered if he would be giving away a secret. But as his mother looked across the table, he knew he could neither lie nor deceive. “The ship must remain at anchor in the basin,” he said, “and the men are to stay on board.”

“Why?” his mother asked.

Leander cut another piece of pie but hesitated before putting it in his mouth. “He said the ship was under—can’t remember the word. They must fly a yellow flag.”

His mother picked up her mug of tea, but then put it down. “Quarantine?”

“That’s it,” Leander said.

For the first time his mother turned to consider his father, who was staring out the small window above the sideboard. His mother and father rarely looked directly at each other. They maintained long silences, and when they did speak to each other it was usually about matters concerning the children or the house or work. Sarah was old enough to notice this as well, and she had asked Leander what it meant. He was twice her age and Sarah often sought explanations from him. He wasn’t always certain he had the right answer, but he felt it was important to make her believe he did. He had told his sister that their mother and father understood each other too well, that words were seldom necessary. In fact, he wasn’t sure what that meant, but Sarah seemed to accept it as the truth.

Neither of his parents spoke. His father continued to stare out the window. Finally, his mother leaned over and picked up Sarah and held her in her lap.

His father went to the door and took his leather satchel down off the peg, which he slung over his shoulder. He said to Leander, “You stay off the wharves now, hear?”

Leander nodded. “But I must go down to Joppa while the tide’s low.”

His father’s eyes seemed to reconsider—a rare thing. He bore hard resentments that Leander didn’t understand, but he was the harbormaster, and formerly the high sheriff—both difficult, respected positions in Newburyport, and he believed in work and responsibility. “All right, you can go to the flats. Fill your dreeners with clams, but don’t dawdle.” He opened the front door and stepped out into the street.

Leander stared at his plate as he chewed the last piece of clam pie. His mother was braiding Sarah’s hair, but when her hands stopped he raised his eyes. “That’s what Doctor Wiggins told your father—that the ship had to be placed under quarantine?” She didn’t wait for an answer, and whispered, “Dear God.”
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It was no surprise that Giles was summoned to his mother’s bedside. Though he had no formal education in medicine, Newburyporters had bestowed the title of doctor upon him since his service during the war with Britain. When he was nineteen, he had been a surgeon’s assistant at the start of the conflict, serving on the Essex, and later on a number of privateers that sailed from Newburyport. His half-brother Enoch, who was eight years his senior, had served as captain of some of those privateers, which had escorted many a captured ship back to Newburyport. Supply ships for the British army, mostly, and several times vessels with gold and silver in their holds. The bounty from such prizes brought Enoch great profit during the war, and once the hostilities with England ceased he invested his money in the construction of a fleet of ships that now traded throughout the world.

Giles’s visits to his mother were frequent. She had long ago become a reclusive scold, with a temper that was as volatile as it was unpredictable. She often spent days—sometimes weeks—confined to her room with ailments both real and imaginary. Giles supplied her with a variety of pills, powders, and potions; some eased her misery, if only temporarily. What ailed his mother was beyond medicine. There were indeed times when she seemed thoroughly addled—no surprise considering that for years Enoch had been methodically driving her to distraction with his assorted excesses and vices. Yet too often Giles had also been witness to her remarkable powers of insight and perspicacity.

He arrived on foot at the front gate of Enoch’s High Street mansion, where he was admitted by a uniformed guard. One of the maids, a dark-skinned girl with a Jamaican accent, led him upstairs to his mother’s room. He placed his medicine bag on the floor and pulled a straight-back chair next to the canopy bed. His mother wore a lace sleeping cap tied under her double chin. Her face was as white as the bed linen. She had an enormous bosom and a neck thick with goiter. As was his custom, Giles examined her eyes, and then untied the top of her gown and put an ear to her sternum. Her heartbeat was strong today, but he thought too rapid. She did not look at him as he examined her, but stared at the canopy draped above her.

“You seem quite well today,” he ventured.

“Better than your cousin,” she whispered.

“My cousin? Which one?”

“He’s—” she began, but hesitated.

“He is ill?”

“He is pickled.”

“Pickled?”

She turned her head on the pillow. Her eyes were hazel and had a fierce light in them. “Did you know you were related?”

“Mother, it seems we are related to everyone north of Boston.”

“I suppose it does,” she said, smiling faintly. “Best to assume someone is your relation until you know otherwise.”

“Your predilection for speaking in riddles, it can be maddening.” But she only gazed at him, unmoved. “Which cousin are you speaking of?”

“Daniel Frothingham.”

“Captain Frothingham, of the Miranda?”

“Yes, he was the son of your father’s cousin Amelia. She married a seaman and moved across the Merrimack to Amesbury, which is often as good as severing ties with the family.” She paused for one of her dramatic sighs, and then said, “But salt air was in the boy’s blood as well, and eventually he went to sea, and in recent years has been in the employ of your brother. Until …” She looked away in an effort to emphasize that what she was about to say was most difficult. “Until they brought him here last night, packed in a cask of rum.”

Giles rose from his chair involuntarily. “Unbelievable.” He walked to the window. “That explains it.”

“Now who’s talking in riddles.”

Giles returned to her bedside and sat down again. “Last night the harbor master asked me to inspect the Miranda. There’s some sort of fever running through the crew. I ordered the ship quarantined. Nothing, not even a cask, is supposed to have been brought ashore—and certainly not a cask containing the body of the captain.”

“You want to quarantine one of your brother’s ships?” She looked at him as though he were a boy spinning some fantastic and implausible yarn. “Really, Giles.”

“I had no choice. That ship, potentially it’s a threat—”

“The Miranda,” she said, quite blissfully, “it’s the finest ship in your brother’s fleet. I was delighted that he named her after me.”

“He did so upon your suggestion.”

“Mine?”

“Please, Mother, you’re missing the point.”

She gazed at him, hurt. “ I don’t recall making any suggestion.”

“I should examine his body.”

“Enoch’s?”

“The captain’s,” he said, exasperated. “Our cousin’s body.”

“Examine it? Why?”

“For cause.”

“It’s a little late. He’s dead.”

“Precisely. I need to know how he died.”

“Does it matter? Now?”

“It matters greatly.”

She busied herself by tying up her gown. “Well, you are too late for that, as well,” she said with sudden vehemence. “They buried him in that stand of trees beyond the north pasture. I told him that Daniel was family and deserved a proper funeral. But no, our cousin had been packed in a cask of rum—for the sake of preservation until the ship returned to Newburyport—and thus he was guilty, in your brother’s eyes, of spoiling the rum. For such an offense, no proper burial would be granted. Just a deep, eternal hole in the shade overlooking the salt hay meadow. Guilty, indeed.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t bury him at sea. A number of the crew aboard the Miranda died too, and they were put over the side, which is proper for a seaman.”

“A very good point, Giles.” She gazed up at him, her eyes suddenly curious. “You want to know why?” He nodded. “Well, I have a theory, which like all theories is hard to prove. I suspect—no, more than suspect—I believe that when the Miranda set sail all the way back in France, certain members of the crew left with specific orders from Enoch here in Newburyport: that the ship return with a dead sea captain.”

“Foul play? That’s your theory?”

“Well, Enoch’s ships come and go between here and Europe constantly, and it would have been easy to convey such a message to someone aboard the Miranda. But why—why, that’s what we don’t know.”

“Enoch had his own captain murdered aboard ship.”

She shrugged. “You know how vindictive your brother can be. And he wanted hard evidence of the death, thus the pickled proof.”

“Mother, I believe—no, I’m certain, that Captain Frothingham died of a fever.”

“How convenient.”

Giles leaned back in his chair. It was pointless to go on, but then he asked, “You’ve seen the body?”

“Oh my, yes.” She nodded toward the window. “Down there in the courtyard, last night.” Then, proudly she added, “I rather liberated him from his cask, the contents of which he was obliged to spoil. Revenge of the dead—I hope, at least, that one day my passing will reap such meager consolation.” And smiling, she added, “Certainly you’ve noticed that a vindictive streak tends to run through the family.”

“What did he look like?”

“Captain Frothingham? Dead—bloated and dead. How is a body packed in rum supposed to look?” Then she laughed. “Preserved, after a fashion!”

“I understand that Enoch can be vindictive,” Giles said. “But why would he give such orders regarding the captain of his own ship?”

“Jealousy, perhaps. Yes, I think jealousy—it springs from one’s passions, cuts to the heart of what really matters.” His mother gave him a knowing, even seductive smile, as though she possessed a rare secret.

“Enoch,” he said slowly, and her eyes widened in anticipation. “He was always very keen on our relations.”

“Certainly more than you ever were,” his mother urged.

“Perhaps Enoch knows that our cousin was—” He didn’t dare complete his thought.

“Yes! Daniel was another of your father’s moments of impetuosity,” she said. “Both of my husbands had a tendency to dally, and for their efforts they had the decency to expire at an early age. Your father, Herbert, he used to spend a lot of time across the river in Amesbury, and then I learned that he was sending money to his cousin Amelia.”

“To support the boy, Daniel.”

“Herbert, at least, showed a modicum of restraint. Daniel was the only hard evidence of his indiscretions. My first husband, Abajah, he was more prolific. And your brother, he’s very much like his father was—sometimes I think half the boys that work out in the stable and the fields are the fruit of his loins. I see resemblances everywhere—the eyes, the nose, the mouth. By way of compensation to their mothers, he takes the boys in and puts them to work. Girls too, but less often—unless they are unusually comely. And then you know where that will lead.…”

Giles studied his mother’s withered hands, folded on the counterpane.

“Have you never been so impetuous and reckless, Doctor?”

It bothered him when his mother called him Doctor. Both she and Enoch did so in a way that made him feel inconsequential and fraudulent. “Excuse me?”

“You have never married,” she said; “and you have never … been where you shouldn’t have been, at least not long enough for it to have a lasting effect?”

Giles cleared his throat. “Not to my knowledge, no.”

“No, dear. You don’t make such errors of judgment, while your brother lives from one error to the next and, remarkably, has managed to profit considerably from it. Three wives. Three! But, like my husbands, they all had the decency to die young.”

“But the second one, Lucy, bore him a son.”

“Yes,” she said. “Young Samuel. More than two years now in Paris, spending his father’s money on God knows what. Well, I know what!” She raised a hand and let it fall on the counterpane, a gesture of futility. “And now Enoch is suffering serious financial reversals. Sometimes I fear he will squander every coin he has. These frequent scenes of revelry and debauchery—they do come at a price.”

Familiar with these complaints, Giles said nothing.

This only seemed to make his mother less satisfied. “The difference between you and your brother is like the difference between your fathers. I can usually read Enoch’s mind. Generally, he reacts to whatever sensation he experiences without any reservation. He’s motivated by wants: food, wine, warmth, and, of course, women. I never understood your father, which was probably why I married him. Curiosity. There are worse reasons to enter into the matrimonial state. At a very young age you began to devise ways to conceal your thoughts and feelings from me, and after that dreadful disease that took your father, you were really quite lost to me. It was a loss greater than losing your father, if you must know. I imagine that you practice medicine because you felt helpless as your father suffered from the horrors of smallpox.”

“There wasn’t much thought to it, really,” Giles said. “During a battle at sea, a doctor simply ordered me to clean a sailor’s wounded leg, and from there it seems my future was settled.”

“But you are loyal. I live under Enoch’s roof, but you come when I call.”

“Like Bowsprit.”

“A detestable creature, that dog,” she said. “Frankly, I sometimes worry that your brother is afflicted in some way that neither medicine, nor religion, nor common sense can remedy.”

“Mother, I cannot cure my brother of such ailments.”

Exhausted, she sighed, “I know.” She turned her head away, the usual sign that he was being dismissed.

“What I can tell you is that you worry things so that you place your own health in jeopardy.” He got to his feet and removed a bottle from his bag and placed it on her night table. “Every couple of hours,” he said.

“Yes, what I need is a cure for Enoch,” she whispered.

“Really, Mother.”

“Certainly you could give me something, Doctor? Something I could put in his food. Or his drink—that would certainly be the quickest.”

“Of course not.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a doctor, so to speak. We try to heal, remember? Not—”

She laughed. “Giles. You were just a bloody sawbones in the war. You could at least do this for your mother.”

“Do what?” he said impatiently as he picked up his leather bag.

“Cut him up. Get out your saw and, you know—” She made a back-and-forth motion with her hand. “Drug him first, if you like, so he won’t make a fuss.”

“Mother, please, you can make this request only so often before one takes you seriously.”

Wronged, she pleaded, “You have no idea what it’s like for me, living under his roof.”

Giles nodded toward the bottle he’d left on the table. “Every two hours.”

“You won’t help me? Then you are an absolute coward.” In exasperation, she looked away, and closed her eyes. “I do so hate the sight of blood.”
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Leander left his house on Orange Street, carrying his two empty dreeners, wire baskets that rattled in his hands. His short-handled rake stuck out of the back pocket of his britches. He walked down to Water Street, which ran alongside the Merrimack. The houses here were small and close together. People were doing morning chores, feeding animals, chopping firewood. Insects filled the air, and a fresh sea breeze tossed the marsh grass. It was a day that promised to be hot and humid, with perhaps a thunderstorm by late afternoon.

He came to a row of clam shacks above Joppa Flats and stopped at his grandfather’s. The door was open and the shack was empty. Leander gazed out at the flats and could see that the men had already begun digging, though it was still a few hours before low tide. He took off his boots, leaving them on the stoop next to his grandfather’s, and then walked down the path and crossed the beach that was strewn with wrack lines of dried seaweed. When he stepped out on the flats, his feet sank down in the cold muck.

About a hundred yards out, he found his grandfather bent over this morning’s trench. His legs were spread wide and he pulled the muck back carefully with his rake. When he gathered up clams with one hand he inspected each one before putting it in his dreener. Those that were too small he pushed back in the trench. He already had filled one basket.

“My little darlings are singing and whistling to me today,” he said without looking up.

Leander put down his dreeners and took his rake from his pocket. “Have you left me a few, Papi?”

“Got to be fast, boy, if you want to harvest Joppa clams.” Coverly Minot was a lean man with a white beard that fanned out over his chest. His shirt sleeves were rolled up all the way to his shoulders. Leander was taller already, but he still didn’t have taut, muscular arms and shoulders like his grandfather.

Papi said loudly, “‘Now the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the son of Amittai, saying—’” and here Leander joined in, for they often recited the Bible together as they dug clams—“‘Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up before me. But Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord, and went down to Joppa; and he found a ship going to Tarshish: so he paid the faire thereof, and went down into it, to go with them unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord—’” and then Papi stopped and straightened up to gaze out at the river.

“Since I was your age,” he said, “I have worked these beds named Joppa and have often thought that this is why the clams here are so plentiful. This is blessed shellfish. But it makes me wonder about Jonah.”

“How so?”

“Why did the fool want to flee the presence of the Lord? You see my point?”

“Well,” Leander paused over his trench and sat back on his haunches, “Jonah didn’t do as he was told. He didn’t go to Nineveh and cry against the wickedness there.” His grandfather continued to stare out at the river. “So if he had done what he was told, he wouldn’t have ended up in the belly of the fish.”

Papi nodded his head. “Exactly.” He was staring toward the Miranda, which was at anchor about a half mile out in the basin. “That ship, it remains at anchor since arriving yesterday. And they fly the yellow flag. See those two boats drifting by her—it’s the constable’s men, standing guard to make sure the crew doesn’t try to come ashore.”

“I was out there last night. Helped row Father’s boat,” Leander said with some pride. His grandfather regarded him for a moment. “Doctor Wiggins says there are men with fever on board.”

Papi had thick eyebrows, which pulled close together, indicating that he was displeased. “I hear George Danforth rowed out and sold them some cod and mackerel.”

“How long’s it going to last, this quarantine?”

“Who knows? The newspapers say there are epidemics in Baltimore and Philadelphia. Hundreds of people dying. And there are cases of fever being reported in New York and Boston. I suppose it was bound to find its way to Newburyport.” His grandfather leaned over his trench and resumed digging. “It is a form of wickedness, this fever. It truly is. We have just entered the belly of the whale, Leander, and ye must keep your faith.”

Leander gazed out at the ship, watching a frenzy of seagulls wheel above its stern, squawking as they dove into the water after garbage that was being thrown overboard. He tried to convince himself that he had no fears—Papi was often telling him that if you are honest and you have faith, you need not fear anything in this world. But this wasn’t true, of course. It was really a matter of not revealing what you fear, to anyone, and perhaps even to yourself. Leander knew what he feared, though he seldom was able to name it. Fear would suddenly rise up inside him when he heard his parents talking about things he didn’t understand, and it often would crush him when he thought about his sister, the dark world she inhabited. Sarah rarely seemed afraid, but when she was she often turned to him, because she thought he was strong and brave. But he knew he wasn’t, and he didn’t know how to admit to his sister, his blind sister, that he was afraid of that which he could not see. The yellow quarantine flag luffed from the top of the ship’s main mast, indicating the presence of some invisible danger, a pestilence. Perhaps, Leander thought as he bent over and pulled the claws of his rake through the muck, it’s best not to think about invisible things—maybe his sister was brave, truly brave, because she could not see. Maybe it is better to be blind.
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They dug for about another hour. It was getting hot and Leander was thirsty. His grandfather seemed to read his mind and when he’d filled his fourth dreener, he hung them on his long-handled rake, which he then hoisted up and laid across his shoulders. They walked back across the flats and climbed the beach to the shack. His grandfather had a jar of water, which they shared while sitting in the shade of the doorway.

Other clammers passed by, and one, Silas Locke, stopped to sit a spell. “Ain’t seen Nathaniel this morning. Usually one of the first ones down to the flats.”

Leander’s grandfather shook his head. “Aye.”

“Strange.”

“’Tis.”

They passed around the jar of water and watched the other clammers at work. The seagulls had quit the ship, and now hundreds of them stood on the flats, white specks reflected in the wet muck.

When Silas Locke got to his feet, he said, “All right, then,” as though they had concluded a long conversation, and he walked on to his own shack.

Leander and his grandfather began their customary route toward Market Square. Water dripped from their dreeners and the clams continued to whistle. They stopped first at Mrs. Cottle’s at the foot of Bromfield Street. She usually bought a quart, but today she stepped outside her kitchen door, which she pulled closed behind her.

“Won’t be needing any clams today, Mr. Minot.”

“That so?”

She wiped her hands in her apron. “But I thank you for stopping by.”

“Tomorrow then?”

She turned to open the door, and did not look back at them. “Perhaps.”

“Is Mr. Cottle feeling all right?”

“Well enough,” she said, closing the door behind her.

They made their customary stops along the river, selling clams mostly at the back doors of taverns and ordinaries. There were establishments in Newburyport that only served clams dug by Coverly Minot. Leander had asked his grandfather why he had such loyal customers, and Papi merely thumped his chest with his thick fist. “Mine are sweeter. It’s always been that way. It’s a gift—runs in the family. And they make for the best farts. Nothing like a good cleansing clam fart,” he said with a wink.

By the time they had worked their way through Market Square and up along Inn Street, Leander had less than a half dreener full, enough to bring home, and his grandfather’s baskets hung empty from his rake handle. They stopped at Yardley’s Tavern on Pleasant Street, where Coverly bought himself a mug of flip and a glass of cider for Leander.

When they stepped out into the street again, Leander said, “Mother wants you to come for supper tonight.”

“Maybe.” He never said no outright. After his wife died last winter, Papi ate frequently with his daughter’s family, but now he seemed not to want to come by in the evening, except on Sundays, when they usually killed and roasted a chicken. “If not, I’ll see you at low tide tomorrow.”

Papi strolled back down Inn Street, empty dreeners swinging in from his shouldered rake. Leander went along Pleasant Street to the corner of State Street, where he stopped short: Enoch Sumner’s coach came rattling up the hill from Market Square. It was drawn by four horses, which were trotting at a swift pace, encouraged by the driver’s whip. Two footmen stood on the back of the carriage, dressed in fine livery, blue silk jackets and plumed tricorn hats. The shades in the carriage were drawn and the wheels threw mud, causing people to step back.

After the coach passed, there was a moment of hesitation—no one moved, nor did they look at each other. Leander had seen this before in Newburyporters: they were being polite, but also tolerant. High Street sea captains and shipbuilders, in their fine new mansions, their coaches and four, were a separate breed—and they’d be the first to tell you so. But here, at the corner of Pleasant and State, people had business to attend to and they stepped out into the street again, careful of fresh road apples.

Leander walked into the South End, thoughts of Enoch Sumner’s grand coach giving away to a more immediate concern: digging clams always worked up an appetite, and he wondered what he might find to fill his belly when he got home.
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Fields, the butler, was showing Giles to the front door when Enoch’s carriage pulled up in front of the house. The footmen climbed down; one opened the carriage door, while the other pushed back the gate at the end of the brick walk. Enoch stepped down from the carriage, wearing a purple frock coat, a gold satin vest, and his enormous cockaded hat with a gold tassel dangling from each end. He was not a tall man, really quite paunchy now that he was nearing fifty, but this hat afforded him a stature that was as impressive as it was ridiculous. He was accompanied by his small, panting dog, Bowsprit, and followed by Jonathan Bream, the man who acted as his personal bard and sycophant. As always, Enoch walked with a cane, which gave his unsteady gait a threatening cadence. He came up to the front door and paused to run the soles of his boots across the iron boot-scrape that jutted out from the granite step.

“Excellent, Doctor,” he bellowed, as he entered the front hall. “Come to see after the health of the beloved mother? I would have summoned you anyway. Please, tarry a moment before you venture forth to conquer disease and pestilence.” He moved down the hall, handing his enormous hat to Fields.

“Doctor,” Jonathan Bream whispered, as he followed Giles. “Your brother’s in a vile mood today. One shan’t plan very long to stay.”

Fields opened the door on the right side of the hall, and they entered a fine library with Oriental carpets. Enoch went to the tall window and poured himself a brandy from a cut-glass decanter.

He glanced at Giles, who hesitated but said, “It’s a bit early, but a small one, yes.”

The dog ran around the room, barking incessantly while Enoch poured their drinks. He appeared to be oblivious to the noise as he sat on the window seat and for a moment drew back the green velvet curtains, allowing sunlight to illuminate the dust motes that hung about his head. He had become, without a doubt, the ugliest man Giles had ever seen. It was as though some great powerful hand had taken hold of his face, balled it up like a sheet of paper, and then allowed it to slowly open up again, all jagged edges and imperfect proportion. One eye was larger and higher than the other. The nose was long, crooked, and pocked like a strawberry. The mouth was small, the lips slack, and what teeth remained were stained brown. Giles had pulled several of his brother’s teeth, always when Enoch was well fortified with whisky, and throughout the whole procedure the force of his breath caused the doctor’s eyes to water, making such gruesome work all the more difficult.

“I have just come from a confab with the harbormaster, the high sheriff, and several of this port’s civil officials.” Enoch let go of the curtain, casting his face in shadow. For a moment he adjusted his periwig with his free hand, and then took a sip from his tumbler of brandy. The dog jumped up on the window seat and continued to bark. Enoch slapped its head once, shutting it up. Growling, the little beast curled up on the seat cushion. “And they tell me that my ship Miranda is to be held in quarantine—upon your recommendation.”

“It’s the harbormaster’s decision—but yes, it’s based on my inspection of the crew.”

“What is it? Measles? Yellow fever? Smallpox? Plague?”

“I don’t know what it is.” Giles drank his brandy down and winced, from the sharpness of the liquor, but also because he dreaded where he feared this conversation was headed.

“You don’t know, Doctor?” Like their mother, Enoch always seemed amused when he employed the title while addressing his younger half-brother.

“Not exactly, no.” Giles placed his empty glass on the corner of the desk. “There are a great many agues and fevers reported up and down the Atlantic coast, and we are merely taking a necessary health precaution.”

To his right, Bream slid into an armchair. He had the expression of a child who is about to witness—gladly—the unfair reprimand of a schoolmate who has been falsely accused by the headmaster.

“My goods aren’t to be delivered to port?” Enoch asked.

“Not yet.”

“My new horses are pining away in a ship’s hold, Giles. Do you realize that these two stallions are a gift from Mr. Thomas Jefferson? They’re high-strung animals and they’ll expire in those conditions.” He crossed his legs, two sticks in white silk hose. The dog rested its jaw on his knee.

“It’s out of my hands,” Giles said. “This is Caleb Hatch’s decision.”

“He and that high sheriff—they didn’t say so directly, but I assume they want money.”

“It’s not a question of money.”

“It’s always a question of money, Doctor.”

“There’s nothing to be done until we are assured that the men on that ship are—”

“I will give you what is required and you can distribute the funds to the proper authorities, as you see fit.” Enoch tossed back his brandy. “I want those goods offloaded as soon as possible.”

“I have been compensated by Fields for my house call, per usual. Though it’s unnecessary, Mother insists upon it. I require nothing further.” Giles began to turn toward the door, where Fields seemed to stand guard, but he paused and looked back at Enoch. “I am given to wonder about the ship’s captain, though. Mr. Frothingham?”

Enoch got to his feet, causing the dog to bark. He shut it up with another slap, and then hobbled toward Giles, favoring his left leg. “What about the captain?”

“He wasn’t aboard ship—someone named Delacourte has taken command.”

Enoch stood close and Giles held his breath, for though his brother gave off the scent of perfume, it was overpowered by his body odor. His eyes, too, were bloodshot, and his brow creased. “Our dear mother, I fear, is getting worse—her latest delusions concern the honor of the family tree. Bloodlines, and all that. She sees bastards and bitches everywhere. You’d think our fathers were in perpetual rut. No wonder they both died so young. Certainly I try to live up to his name, but here I am nearing fifty, so I must not be as prolific as our fathers. I suppose it’s a question of stamina.” Enoch leaned close and exhaled slowly. “Doctor, you should tend to the madame’s physical ailments but ignore her addled ruminations.”

“I will attend to a patient without restriction,” Giles said.

Jonathan Bream, in his seat, made a high peeping sound of joy. “Oh, that’s rare, indeed,” he said, gesturing with his hand. “Here stands the good doctor, dedicated to healing those in need.”

“If my method is unsuitable,” Giles said, “you are welcome to engage another.”

Enoch glared at him for a moment, but then he began to laugh—a loud, cackling emission that caused him to double over as though gripped with pain. Soon Bream joined in, and then the dog commenced to bark, as well. Enoch tried to speak, but he could hardly catch his breath. “Our dear mother … won’t let any other doctor … lay a hand on her!”

Bream found this so funny that he tumbled from his chair and writhed on the carpet. “Come back to see your fair patient soon,” he said. “Because your bedside manner doth make Madame swoon!”

Enoch howled as he staggered back to the window seat, where he collapsed next to his yapping mongrel.

“My dear Doctor!” Bream cried from the floor. “It is as though you had removed a malignant tumor, the way you have returned Master Sumner to his customary good humor.”

Giles went to the door, which Fields, absolutely stone-faced, opened just in time.


PARTII

Quarantine


Four

LEANDER ALWAYS HELD HIS SISTER’S HAND WHEN THEY LEFT the house. Sarah’s hand was a delicate, tiny thing, which she entrusted to him, soft and warm in his fingers. She had enormous eyes, and their mother often told her they were as blue as the Atlantic on a summer morn. It seemed impossible that such large, beautiful eyes failed to see anything. Leander sometimes wondered if the silence between his mother and father had been caused by the fact that his sister had been born blind. His mother could barely let the girl out of her reach, and when she did allow Leander to take her with him from the house, it was always with a sharp warning that he mind his sister. At times his father seemed to resent Sarah, as though her existence were a form of punishment he did not deserve.

“It’s going to rain,” Sarah said. “I can smell it.”

They were walking along Merrimack Street, and Leander looked up at the clouds above the river. “You’re right.”

The afternoon’s chores had been done. He had split wood for the fireplace and filled the water bucket at the cistern in Market Square. Taking Sarah for a walk was often the last responsibility before supper. They had purchased flounder from Mr. Ault, the fishmonger, and on the way home they paused to visit with their cousins the Brimleys, who had seven children, one of them, Amy, about Sarah’s age. There were relatives all over Newburyport, mostly in the South End, but some up around Tyng Street in the North End too, where the houses tended to be bigger and farther apart. They were families with large broods—six, eight children, at least. The Laphams had eleven, and the Cloughs had nine, with one on the way. Leander and Sarah were always welcomed by relatives, but there was something unspoken, a reservation, or perhaps it was even a form of pity. Leander used to think it was because his sister was blind, but their cousin Jonas Lapham had a withered hand, and Annie Clough had a birthmark that made the right side of her face the color of a blueberry. Leander had come to suspect that his family was considered the runt of the litter—Only two children!—and there would always be some lingering doubt and suspicion that was intended to make him feel ashamed.

Sarah seemed unaware of these things—or perhaps she didn’t care—and she hummed to herself as she and Leander walked home. Finally she stopped and said, “Tell me what’s green.” She never tired of this, her fascination with color.

“Well,” Leander said, looking out at the river. “There are a few here. There’s the pale green of the willow trees along the bank. There’s the green of the salt grass acrost the water. And there’s the darker green of these maples overhead.” He reached up and plucked a leaf off the nearest branch and placed it in her hand. “And there’s the green in your eyes.”

She turned her head toward him. “Momma says my eyes are blue.”

“They are, sometimes. Depends on the light. Your eyes, they change colors just like that. Today they’re more green—green with some yellow.”

She blinked several times as though she were trying to feel the color in her eyes. Then she lowered her head and ran a finger along the jagged edge of the leaf. “I can feel green—it feels like a leaf. But I don’t understand blue.” Her voice was small, disappointed. “You’ve told me water was blue. Whenever my hands get wet, I think blue. But then you say that when the sun shines, the sky is blue.”

“Sometimes.”

“Do you see how it can be confusing? When the sun is hot on my face, that’s blue, but it’s completely different from water blue.”

“There are a lot of blues, yes,” Leander said. “The world is full of them.”

She dropped the leaf, and said, “There’s only two colors. Night and day. You say they’re black and white. That’s what I see.”

“You think I’m making the others up?”

She didn’t answer.

“Well, I’m not, Sarah.” He looked at her. She didn’t seem to be getting pouty. She was listening—not to, but for something. “What is it?” he asked.

“Can’t you hear that?” she said.

“What?”

“Thunder—it’s coming from upriver.”

They stopped walking, and then Leander heard the faint distant rumble. “You have the ears of two people,” he said. She laughed. “And the nose of three.”

“I smell your farts, even the silent ones.” She laughed louder. “But Papi’s are the worst. Particularly after we eat clams. And he’s very proud of them.”

“I know. He’s a wise man—he believes in a good fart and the Bible.”

Sarah laughed—until there was the sudden crackle of lightning, followed by more thunder, causing her to squeeze his hand. “It’s coming fast,” she said. “The air is still. And the bugs, they always fly about my face before a storm.”

“We’ll be home soon.”

“We won’t make it before the rain.”

“Are you sure?”

She lifted her head toward him. She seemed to be looking at something on his forehead. Her eyes were wide open, astonished. Then he saw the first drop of water splash on her chin. Again, she laughed. “I’m sure.”

He felt the first drops in his hair. And then raindrops began to pat the dirt in the road, leaving large round spots of mud. The shoulders of his shirt began to feel damp and heavy. “You’re right,” he said. “Shall we run?”

“Carry me.”

“All right—you’re a sack of potatoes.” She squealed as he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, and then he trotted to the other side of the road and stood against the wall of Mr. Poe’s stable, where he put his sister down and held her close to his side. The rain fell straight down, and they were dry as long as they kept their backs to the shingled wall. The road quickly turned to mud. A sheet of water came off the roof, pounding the earth inches from their feet. Sarah held out one hand, catching water in her cupped palm.

Lightning forked down from the clouds with a sizzling crack and a flash so bright that for a moment Leander himself was blinded. He blinked several times, seeing a black image of the fork in his mind. The sky seemed to break open angrily, thunder rumbling so loud that the ground shuddered. Sarah screamed, and he held her closer. Then the wind came up quickly, tossing the hanging vines of the willow tree next to the stable. The rain swept in on them, and in a moment they were drenched.

“Come on,” he said, taking her hand. “Let’s get out of this.”

The stable door to his right was ajar, and he pulled his sister inside where the dry air was close, smelling of manure and hay. Horses moved nervously in their stalls, their hooves clopping on the packed earth floor. With the next crack of lightning, the thunder followed almost immediately. Throughout the stable, horses whinnied and snorted.

Then the wind slammed the door shut, causing Sarah to scream again. It was almost pitch dark—the only light coming through gaps in the wall high up by the loft beams. Sarah put her arms around Leander’s waist.

“It’s all right,” he said. “Just a little thunder and lightning. When it passes, we’ll get home.” But she was trembling now. She always did, because though she rarely showed fear she was petrified of thunder and lightning. He realized he could never imagine what it would be like to live in perpetual darkness. “It’ll be over soon,” he continued, dismayed that he couldn’t sound more convincing.

Her arms tightened about his waist, and she pressed her face into his ribs. “I know,” she whispered. “But there’s—it’s something else.”

“What?”

“Here, in the stable. We’re in the Poes’ stable, right?”

This was another thing that often amazed him. They would walk hand in hand about Newburyport and he would purposely not say where they were, and yet she would tell him they were on Liberty Street, or that they had just passed the apothecary on Pleasant Street. When he asked her how she knew this, she would only smile. It was much like when she was in their house, and she could move about almost as freely as though she could see. “Yes—we’re in the Poes’ stable,” he said. “And we’ll stay here until the storm moves out to sea. Then we’ll run home and give this flounder to Mother.”

But she was having none of it, and her fingers tugged at his shirt. “Leander, we’re not alone—there’s someone else in here.”

“It’s just the animals. They’re frightened by the storm and—”

“No,” Sarah whispered. “There’s a man. I know there is.”

Leander looked toward the back of the stable. The doors there were closed, pale light coming through the spaces between the boards. Then the door squealed on a hinge and opened slightly. Lightning cracked overhead, and for a moment Leander saw—or thought he saw—the silhouette of a man. A naked man. He must have been imagining it: a naked man who had opened the door and stepped outside as the lightning flickered.

Leander closed his eyes. The image was there: the gap in the door, the man, his back hunched. When he opened his eyes he saw no one, and asked, “What do you smell?”

“It—” Sarah hesitated. “It smells like the outhouse.”

“Shit.”

He wasn’t supposed to say the word, but he did sometimes—though rarely around his sister. She let go of his waist and stepped back from him. “That’s right,” she whispered. “Shit.” He couldn’t tell if she was still frightened by the fact that there was another person in the stable with them or that she had said a word that she had been taught never to utter. Then she said, “I smell his shit.”

“I saw him leave.” Leander couldn’t bring himself to say anything more—to suggest that the man was naked was, in some way, more of a transgression than saying a forbidden word.

“We must have scared him off?” Sarah asked.

“Yes.”

“Let’s go now, Leander.”

“First—” He placed the wrapped fish in his sister’s arms and moved away from her. “Hold that, and you stay right there. Don’t move.” He started walking toward the back of the stable.

“Where are you going?” Her voice was full of panic.

“Just stay put. I’ll be right back.”

Leander walked slowly toward the back doors. Horses thrust their heads over the walls as he passed. When he reached the back door, he pulled it open just enough so he could peer out into the yard. He could see the Poes’ house and hear chickens in their coop. There was no sight of the man, and the rain had let up.

“Leander,” Sarah called.

He turned to look back toward his sister, but then something came over the stall to his right—the long-eared head of a mule, which brayed with such force and anger that Leander took a step backwards and slipped, his right boot gliding on something soft and slick. He fell to one knee, and to keep his balance he placed his right hand on the ground—and he gasped, “Shit.” It was warm and it covered his hand, and as he got to his feet there was another bolt of lightning, and in the flickering glow that came through the cracks in the boards he saw it: vile black shit laced with blood, dripping from his fingers.


Five

MARKET SQUARE HAD LONG BEEN THE CENTER OF NEWBURYPORT commerce. The Congregationalist meeting-house dominated its center, surrounded by a labyrinth of vendors’ stalls and shambles which stood on trodden dirt, flecked with crushed seashells. Below the square, a row of warehouses lined the riverbank, and the wharfs were crowded with ships and fishing smacks of every description. In the narrow streets that ran out of the square, there were dozens of boarding houses, taverns, grogshops, and brothels, all designed to accommodate the ever-transient seafarer. With nearly eight thousand residents, Newburyport was the fourth largest seaport on the East Coast. Her ships traded throughout the world, and it was not uncommon to find shrubs and trees indigenous to faraway lands such as Japan gracing the yards of the Federalist mansions on High Street. In the wainscoted parlors and drawing rooms of such homes, one might find Turkish carpets and furniture made of exotic woods imported from Africa or South America. The distance from High Street, which ran the length of a ridge above the Merrimack, to Market Square, at the water’s edge, was not great—fifteen minutes on foot, briefer by coach and four—but the social distinctions represented by the two locales was immeasurable, some would say insurmountable.

And yet the four men who entered Giles Wiggins’s rooms overlooking Market Square might be considered unofficial representatives of the city’s entire population: Jeremiah Storrs was one of Newburyport’s wealthiest shipbuilders; Emanuel Lunt’s family had operated a coasting schooner since well before the British had been run out of Boston; Simon Moss and his sons tended one of the most productive farms in Newbury; and Caleb Hatch had been constable, high sheriff, and now harbormaster during his three decades of service to the city. That these four men would agree to meet in one place would be, to many Newburyporters, curious, if not inconceivable; that they would gather, in secret as it were, in the humble offices of Dr. Wiggins would be nothing short of alarming, which was exactly why they had agreed upon such an unlikely venue.

Giles had placed the decanter of brandy on his desk, as though it were a peace offering, and he poured each man a drink as they settled into the motley collection of chairs he had assembled from his two rooms.

Jeremiah Storrs, who was well into his eighties, naturally assumed possession of the one worn leather armchair. “Word spreads faster than disease,” Storrs said. “The idea of closing the harbor has swept along High Street virtually overnight, and I can tell you that we won’t stand for it. Instead ships will enter Boston or, worse, Salem.” He tossed back his brandy and held out his glass so that Giles might replenish it.

“It’s one ship.” Emmanuel Lunt smoked a dudeen, a clay pipe, which caused him to speak through gritted teeth. “But there’s already a sense of panic up and down the wharves.” He had lost his right hand in action at sea, and the end of his forearm was sheathed in a thick piece of leather that over the years had been polished smooth from wear.

“Last time we had something like this,” Simon Moss said, “smoke houses were established on every road leading into the port. It was August—terrible heat, I tell you—and we couldn’t get our produce to market. I ended up with a barn full of garbage and fields left to rot. Poor farmers such as I can’t afford to sustain such losses again.”

“This may very well be true, gentlemen,” Caleb Hatch said. He stood behind his chair with one hand tucked in his vest, and spoke as though he were making a public address. “But I recall that more than three dozen people succumbed on Federal Street alone in a matter of days.”

All four men began talking at once, their voices scraping and clawing over each other. Giles went to the window behind his desk and looked down on the activity in Market Square. It seemed an ordinary summer’s morning. The air was particularly clear after the previous day’s thunderstorm and rain. His rooms were on the second floor, so that he could see past the meeting-house spire, across the roofs of numerous waterfront buildings, to the pale blue expanse of the river basin. The Miranda lay at anchor just inside the north tip of Plum Island; atop her mainmast, a yellow flag fluttered in the breeze.

The din of voices went on for a minute, rising in pitch and ferocity, until Jeremiah Storrs finally pounded the tip of his cane on the floorboards. When the others quieted down, he said, “Gentlemen, if you please. What have we here? Can someone tell us so that we may assess the situation? Good Lord, if we must insist on this grand experiment called democracy—a silly notion with no real future, I assure you—then I suggest we proceed in something of a democratic fashion.”

“Are you suggesting we take a vote?” Simon Moss asked.

“Nothing,” Storrs said, “could I find more repugnant.”

“Perhaps you might buy mine?” Emanuel Lunt added.

The men laughed, and then they began to sputter and jabber, until the octogenarian again pounded his cane on the floor. “I do think, gentlemen, we must needs obtain some facts. What are the facts?”

There followed a moment of silence, and then Caleb Hatch cleared his throat. “The fact is we have two long boats full of constables standing watch over one ship that’s under quarantine out in the basin. This, after consultation with Dr. Wiggins, who found evidence of disease among her crew. I have met with the ship’s owner, Enoch Sumner, and despite his protestations, told him that the quarantine of this vessel will be upheld until we are assured that there is no threat to the safety of this seaport.”

There was again silence, and Giles knew that all four men had turned to him, but for the moment he remained at the window, gazing across Market Square toward the sea.

“Well,” Emanuel said finally. He was Giles’s closest—and perhaps only true—friend. They had attended school together, played at the Frog Pond in the Mall together, and during the war they had shipped out together. “What ails these sailors, Giles?”

“I can’t say for certain.” Giles clasped his hands behind his back. “It could be some fever that will in a short time run its course.”

“Can’t you give it a name?” Moss asked.

“It could be yellow fever,” Giles said. The others began to murmur. “Or it could be something else,” he added. “Throat distemper, for instance.”

“Well,” Storrs said. “I think it’s sensible to determine what you’re dealing with before you go and take some precipitous action that will affect the economy of the entire port.”

“I wish it were that simple,” Giles said.

“The fact is,” Hatch said, “by the time we do make a positive determination, it will be too late to contain it—whatever it is. We know some of the crew slipped ashore before we posted constables in boats about the ship. Where those men have gone is anyone’s guess.”

“The groggeries and whorehouses would be my guess,” Emanuel said.

“No doubt,” Hatch said. “And if they have the fever—you know how disease festers and spreads in such places.”

No one spoke.

“This, I’m afraid, is true,” Giles said finally. “And if this is yellow fever, or smallpox—well, the results would be devastating. We need to take precautions now.”

“Fine,” Simon Moss said. “Shut the entire port down, and we’ll all survive the fever while we starve to death.”

“Giles, my boy,” Storrs coaxed. “You need assistance. I’ve sent word to Wilberforce Strong.” He cleared his throat. “His expertise could be of great assistance.”

Giles nodded his head. “The good doctor’s great learning and experience would be welcomed, certainly.”

“Nonsense,” Emanuel said. “Doctor Strong couldn’t diagnose a hiccup, unless a healthy fee were in the offing. Look at what he did to Miles Gookin’s wife.” There was the briefest murmur of assent.

“He is a doctor,” Storrs said. “Harvard-educated, that is.”

“A man who prescribes powders and pills for female ailments,” Emanuel said, “isn’t necessarily practicing medicine.”

“You, sir—” Storrs began, but Hatch wisely cut him off.

“Listen,” the harbormaster said. “Second opinions are all very well and good, but we are beyond the point of deliberation. We have gathered here to determine what measures to take. Now, I appreciate everyone’s opinion, but I’m telling you that it’s my duty to take whatever action is deemed necessary.”

“What we don’t need right now is some political speech,” Simon Moss said. “I don’t believe you’re running for election at the moment.”

The other men laughed.

Giles turned around and faced them until they fell silent. “The facts are these,” he said. “It’s not just a question of keeping the crew of the Miranda in quarantine. We’re beyond that. Sailors that have already managed to come ashore could have infected any number of people already.”

“Well,” Jeremiah Storrs said, looking at Mr. Hatch, “we’ll have them arrested.”

“I’m telling you it’s too late for that,” Giles said.

Storrs sat up in his chair. “It’s never too late to exercise the law.”

“What do you mean, Giles?” Simon Moss asked.

“Last night,” Giles said, “during that storm I was first called out to Madame Juniper’s Hotel, where one of her girls was ill—and not with one of the maladies you might expect. She was running a terrible fever. And there was a sailor there who was also sick, worse off, really.” Storrs was about to speak, but Giles held up his hand and continued: “He wouldn’t admit to being a mate on the Miranda—the fact is, he was so far gone that he couldn’t say anything intelligible at all. Completely delirious.” Giles came around his desk and rested a haunch on the corner. “And that’s not all. When I returned here last night, Jotham Poe’s daughter was waiting at the door. I went to his house and found him in the same state as the two at Juniper’s Hotel.”

There was a stunned silence, until Caleb Hatch said, “Jotham was on the boat with us two nights ago when we went out to inspect the ship.”

“He was indeed,” Giles said.

“It must be on the air,” Hatch said, the slightest note of pleading now entering his voice. “Whatever it is, it comes through the air—and we took great care to remain upwind of the vessel.”

“That may be the case,” Giles said, “but I don’t think that matters here.”

“Then how did Jotham—” Hatch began.

“I asked him where he’d been since the night before,” Giles said, “and he admitted paying a visit to the madam’s establishment.”

“Which proves it’s not a matter of the air,” Storrs said. “It’s a question of morals.”

Emanuel took his pipe from his mouth and said, “It’ll spread quickly along the waterfront—where morality is rarely, if ever, an impediment.”

Storrs glared at him and leaned forward in his chair.

“Gentlemen,” Giles said quickly, “we have a lot to do. It’s not just a matter of prohibiting a crew and cargo from entering the port. We have to put guards on every road so we can control who comes and goes to and from town. We have to determine the most appropriate medical procedures. We have to sequester the sick, establish a place where they can—”

“A place?” Simon Moss asked.

“Yes, we’ve dealt with this sort of thing before. I can’t with certainty give it a name—there are so many fevers. But I know this: we’ll need to establish a place where the afflicted may be treated—a pest-house.” Giles suddenly felt defeated and exhausted. “And we’ll have to dig a pit.”
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Sarah wouldn’t finish her potato soup. This was not unusual. She often refused to eat, and it made Leander resentful because their mother would try to coax her. For such behavior, he would receive a slap on the head. But his sister’s reluctance to eat also made him hopeful.

Eventually, after Mother had taken Sarah onto her lap, she pushed the bowl across the table. “We waste not a morsel in this house. Leander, you finish that before it turns stone cold.”

Sometimes this ploy would inspire Sarah to eat. But tonight she seemed unmoved, and he picked up his spoon before she might change her mind. His father watched him as he smoked his pipe.

“She’s burning up,” his mother said, her hand spread across Sarah’s forehead.

Sarah shook her head. “Cold,” she whispered. “I’m so cold.”

And Leander could hear her teeth chattering. Then suddenly her body began to convulse. She made a sound as though she’d been kicked in the stomach, and she vomited on to the table. His mother stood up, holding the girl by her underarms. Shit and blood ran down her legs.

“It’s the same smell,” Leander said, standing, moving away from the table. “The horrible smell in Jotham Poe’s barn. I got it on my hand, my boots, and washed it off in a puddle after the storm passed yesterday.”

His mother laid Sarah on the floor. “Towels, Caleb,” she cried.

Sarah gagged as black vomit and bits of potato continued to issue from her mouth.
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Some imbecile was playing the harpsichord.

Badly.

Fragments of a melody amid dissonant chords.

Miranda sat at her writing desk, listening to the hands pound on the keys, and it created a physical reaction, a revulsion that she could not control. The shouts, the screams, the laughter, the glasses smashed in the fireplace—she could tolerate all of that, but not that harpsichord.

She got up and crossed her bedroom, and when she opened the door the sound of the harpsichord became louder, even more vulgar, echoing from the parlor. She went down the front stairs and found a woman’s red shoe on the vestibule floor. The parlor doors were closed, and when she threw them back everyone turned and looked at her—there must have been eight or nine people in the room, but Enoch wasn’t among them. Jonathan Bream’s periwig was askew, tilted down over his left ear. One of the girls was lying on her back on the divan, her legs kicking in the air, so that her skirts had fallen below the tops of her stockings. Her thighs were creamy white, her pantaloons pink satin. But it was another girl at the harpsichord, her cheeks dimpled with the effort, and she was so intent on playing that she didn’t notice Miranda as she crossed the parlor.

“Enough.” Miranda slammed the lid down on the keyboard—and the girl just managed to get her fingers out of the way. She looked up at Miranda, petrified.

Miranda turned away and started back toward the vestibule. Jonathan made an attempt to intercept her, but he must have seen something in her expression because he stepped out of the way and let her pass. She rushed down the hall and yanked open the library door. A girl was bent over the top of the wing-backed chair, her skirts thrown up on to her back. Enoch stood behind her, his pants bunched about his feet, and he gazed at his mother with a pained, helpless expression as he continued to thrust away, moaning woefully.

“They are not to touch that instrument,” Miranda said. “Do you hear me?”

A long strand of spittle descended from Enoch’s gaping lower lip and the girl was gasping in some apparent agony.

“Do you hear me?” Miranda repeated, louder.

She didn’t wait for a reply but stepped out into the hall, pulling the door shut so hard that the framed paintings clattered against the plaster wall.
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It was after dark when there came a knock on Giles’s door. He descended the narrow stairs and found Caleb Hatch standing in the alley.

“The missus wants me to fetch you. It’s Sarah. She’s taken some vile fever. Came on all of a sudden at supper, and it only seems to be getting worse.”

“All right,” Giles said. “I’ll just get my bag.” He turned to go back up the stairs, but paused and looked back at Caleb. “I’m surprised you didn’t send Leander for me at Wolfe Tavern.”

“I was headed there, when I saw the light in your window,” Caleb said. “Besides, Amanda says I’m to bring a block of ice back from Mulgrew’s.”

During the afternoon meeting, as the discussion about imposing the quarantine became heated, Caleb had seemed robust and assertive, as usual, but now he appeared startled, frightened, and even humbled. He was a man with a sick child, taking orders from his wife, and Giles almost envied him that. “Yes,” he said. “Get some ice. Sarah may need it.”

Caleb went up the alley toward Market Square, and Giles returned to his rooms, where he gathered up his coat and leather bag. He had been sorting through his supply of medicine, confirming what he had already known: it was insufficient.
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When Amanda opened the front door and looked out at Giles, her brow was pinched with anxiety and dread. Yet she was still fair, if weary. As always when he saw her, Giles had to steel himself against an overwhelming sense of regret.

“Thank you for coming out at this hour,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

“I came as quickly as I could, of course.” He stepped inside, and for the briefest moment he couldn’t resist placing his hand on hers before she pushed the door closed. “May I have a look at Sarah?”

Amanda’s eyes had always been large, dark, and expressive. They used to baffle him. Now they sought from him some hope, some assurance. She led him into the kitchen, where the girl was lying under blankets on a ticking-covered mattress by the fireplace. Her face was deeply flushed, though she was shivering uncontrollably. Giles knelt down and placed his leather bag beside him on the floor. “Sarah,” he said. “It’s only Doctor Wiggins.”

The girl’s eyes were wide open and they moved toward the sound of his voice. She gave off a powerful odor.

“Has she issued blood?” he asked.

“Yes,” Amanda said. “I’ve cleaned her, but it doesn’t stop.”

Giles placed his hand on the girl’s forehead, which was hot and slick with perspiration. He took hold of the blanket and said, “Sarah, I need to listen to your heart.” But the girl clutched the blanket tighter. The chattering of her teeth was audible. “Sarah, please.”

“Doctor Wiggins must examine you,” Amanda said. “Now do as you’re told.”

Sarah appeared confused as she turned her head in the direction of her mother’s voice. Her blond curls, glistening in the firelight, reminded Giles of Amanda when they were in school together.

With both his hands he took hold of Sarah’s tight fists and carefully pried the fingers open. “That’s better,” he said. “I just need a moment, and then we will bundle you up again.”

Sarah’s nightshirt was soaked, and the doctor quickly unfastened the wooden buttons. He lowered his head to the girl’s chest, the skin hot and damp against his ear. There was a pronounced rattle to her breathing, and her heart thumped rapidly against her narrow rib cage. Straightening up, he said, “I would wash her again and keep her in dry clothes.”

“I have been trying,” Amanda said. “She has soiled all of her own, and now I’m using her brother’s.”

“Of course.” Giles got to his feet and stepped aside. “Where is Leander?”

“I sent him up to the loft and he is not to come downstairs.”

“Good.”

Amanda got down on her knees, leaned over her daughter, and began to remove her damp clothing.

Giles went out into the dooryard, the evening air a relief after the heat from the fireplace. Chickens stirred in the coop, and there was the smell of wood smoke throughout the neighborhood. He sat on the step and removed the bottle from the inside pocket of his frock coat. He worried out the cork and took a pull of rum.

After a few minutes the kitchen door opened behind him and Amanda sat beside him on the step. He could feel her weariness now—it seemed to penetrate him. “Would that be rum I smell?” she asked.

“It would be.”

She took the bottle from him and raised it to her mouth. “I should be ashamed. But this fever came on so quick, and I’ve hardly slept myself. During the storm yesterday, Leander and Sarah went into the Poes’ stable to get out of the rain. He says he believes it was Jotham there, in the barn.”

“Jotham has come down with fever as well.”

She turned and looked at him now, and he could not return her stare. “Caleb says there’s to be a pest-house established on the Mall.”

“Yes, tomorrow we will begin.”

“Remember when this happened before, when we were children?” she asked. “I must have been ten or eleven—odd how I can’t be sure anymore.”

“I was thirteen. It was the winter my father died.”

“Ice,” she said as though it were a revelation. “I forgot. Your father was out on the Artichoke River, cutting ice.”

“Everything went in—the wagon, the horses, my father. All drowned. It almost seemed merciful, compared to the way people were dying of the fever.”

“I remember lying in bed at night with my sisters,” Amanda said. “There were cries and screams throughout the neighborhood. I thought Newburyport was being visited by one of the plagues of Egypt. My imagination—I envisioned the Merrimack running red with blood.”

“There was the sound of the carts in the streets, collecting corpses.”

Suddenly her hand was on his forearm. “She will die?”

“She’s quite strong, Amanda.”

“I want to keep her here, where I can look after her.”

“You know you can’t do that.”

“There was a time—” She removed her hand. “There was a time when you said you would grant me anything.”

“There was,” he whispered. “Please accept my apology.”

“You are not at fault.” She raised a hand to her face, but in the dark he could not tell whether she was wiping a tear from her cheek. “I believed—I was certain I would never see you again. So many men who had gone off to fight the British had been killed. When you returned on that ship, which had been so damaged, with so many dead and wounded. And then, only days later you said you were leaving on another ship.”

“They needed surgeons. I had no choice. We were at war, and I didn’t return for over a year. When I learned you had married, I couldn’t—and you had a son. What was I to think?”

“We cannot talk of this.” She got up off the step. “Not ever, Giles. It is not right.” She opened the back door. “I must tend to Sarah.”

“Of course.”

He followed her into the kitchen and took out a vial from his bag and placed it on the kitchen table. “This should help her sleep.” He looked at the girl once more, curled up so that she was facing the fire. “I will have someone come for her tomorrow. It is for your own protection, for all of you. We must isolate the stricken.”

Amanda stared into the fire, her arms folded. “We will deliver her to the pest-house.”


Six

CEDELLA CAME TO MIRANDA’S ROOM, SLIGHTLY WINDED FROM running up the stairs. “Begging your pardon, Ma’am, but it be Master Samuel.”

Miranda had been dozing in the high heat of mid-afternoon and she didn’t quite comprehend what the girl had said.

“Samuel, Ma’am—coming down the road on a horse.”

“My grandson? Here now?” Miranda got up from bed and stepped into her slippers. She went into the hall and looked out the window at the top of the main stairs. The street was empty, but she could hear the clop of hooves. She rushed downstairs, where the butler and several of the maids were gathered at the front door. They parted hastily, allowing her out onto the steps. The house and grounds were protected on all sides by a fence, but here at the front there was a tall iron gate facing High Street. She saw the horse, its black coat glistening in the afternoon sun, and her grandson Samuel bouncing helplessly in the saddle. Even from this distance she could tell that he’d put on more weight.

The maids had crowded behind her, and Miranda said, “Where is Mr. Sumner?”

“Gone out, Ma’am.”

“Where?” she demanded.

“To the warehouse, Ma’am,” Fields said.

“The whorehouse, more likely,” Miranda said.

Fields cleared his throat. His length of service in the house allowed him some privilege. “Word came this morning, Missus, of a problem down on the wharves. People are taking with some bilious fever.”

“I see—it’s from the filth they live in. You understand why I insist upon a clean house. Well, he’ll be back soon enough, so there’s still time.” Miranda clapped her hands and said loudly, “All right, everyone, back to your duties—except Fields.” She watched her grandson approach. He had little skill in the equestrian arts, evident in the way he bounced upon his saddle. “Fields, you know what you must do immediately?”

“The guns,” he with appropriate gravity.

“Lock every one up and hide the key.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Fields withdrew to the house. He had been her second husband’s butler and remained with Miranda through all these decades of widowhood. He was painstakingly loyal, obedient, discreet, and possessed an uncanny sense of anticipation (the guns, of course he too would immediately think of the guns). Never once had he questioned her motives, because that’s not what a butler did, and over the years she had come to believe that he tacitly understood those motives and sought to see her designs carried to fruition. Utterly devoted and requiring no personal maintenance, he would have been the perfect third husband.

Miranda went down the steps, and one of the gardeners opened the front gate for her. Samuel pulled up on the reins, but the horse was high-spirited and reluctant to heed, until the gardener took hold of the bridle. With great difficulty, Samuel dismounted, one boot remaining caught in the stirrup, causing him to hop on his other leg. Miranda grabbed his heel and pulled it out of the stirrup; free of the horse, Samuel lost his balance and threw his arms around his grandmother for support. There was applause from staff, who had gathered at the front windows of the house.

“Dearest,” Samuel said, as he tried to kiss her cheek. He was sweating heavily from the ride, and his high collar pinched under his soft jowls.

She pushed him away. “It’s too bloody hot for this,” she said. “What on earth are you doing, arriving unannounced?”

“I thought you would be pleased.” He turned and bowed toward the house, as though acknowledging an audience. “I had the worst time getting here.”

“Fortunately, your father isn’t home.” She picked up her skirts and started back through the gate. Samuel tried to keep up but was having difficulty as he limped along behind her. “He’s been infuriated by all your letters demanding more and more money. Have you gambled it all away?”

“I’m afraid I have hit on a bad streak. So I sailed from France to the West Indies, where it was my good fortune to find the Miranda preparing for the journey home. I have been confined to a small cabin for days, and then so many of the crew fell ill that when we arrived the ship was placed under quarantine. Early this morning before sunrise, I managed to bribe a sailor, who lowered a small boat. I tried to row upriver to the wharves, but the current was so strong.”

“On the Merrimack one must be mindful of the tides.”

“Yes, well it was quite hopeless, and I was afraid of being swept downriver and out to sea, until a fisherman towed me into Ring’s Island. From there I had to take the ferry across, and then, exhausted, I obtained the services of this animal from Staley’s Livery. I had expected to arrive in a coach—”

“Enough, child. You’re home, at least.”

“So you’ve missed me?”

“Hardly given you a thought,” Miranda said. But the fact was she had missed him—inexplicable, really, but then he was her only grandchild. He watched her carefully for some breakdown in her demeanor. She turned to the gardener, who was holding the gate open. “See that this pathetic horse is returned.”

She led her grandson into the house. The staff had collected in the front hall, and the women curtsied while the men bowed. Miranda shouted, “Enough! Back to your chores. Hurry!”

“But at least bring me something to drink,” Samuel said. “I’m fairly parched.”

They went into the dining room, where Samuel sat in a chair and struggled to get his riding boots off.

Finally, she called out, “Cedella!”

The maid rushed into the room and assisted Samuel; the first boot came off with little effort, but the second wouldn’t budge, and he howled. “Easy!” he cried.

Cedella turned her back to Samuel, leaned over, and took hold of the boot. He placed his right foot on her backside and pushed with his leg. There was a moment when they seemed tensely joined in the most intimate fashion, and then he screamed as his bent leg thrust forward, propelling the girl across the room, where her forehead struck the mahogany highboy. She fell to her knees, stunned, and then collapsed on the floor, clutching the boot to her chest.

Miranda sighed with exasperation. “Look what you’ve done.”

“It appears she’s unconscious.” Samuel carefully peeled off his white silk stocking. “How inconvenient.”

“Really, Samuel. When you were a child, you were constantly breaking things, expensive things, valued things. Vases, and that crystal bowl my mother had brought over from England.” She sighed again, though it didn’t have the desired effect. Samuel was regarding the stocking, which he held at arm’s length, as though it were some venomous reptile, and then he summarily dropped it on the floor. “And then,” she added, “there’s what you did to the portrait of my great-grandfather.”

“I didn’t care for his mustache. He needed a beard.”

“So you gave him one.”

“Call it an artistic impulse.” Cautiously, he touched his big toe, which was plump and red. “This has been sore for days. Do you suppose I’m developing gout, like father?”

“You seemed determined to destroy everything this family holds dear—”

“Dishes and bowls, Grandmother.” He must have realized how dismissive he sounded, because he glanced up from his foot, trying to appear contrite. “I concede my embellishments of my great-great-grandfather’s portrait might have been in poor taste.” He leaned over for a closer inspection his ailing toe.

“Stop toying with your foot,” she demanded, and when he looked up this time, startled and perhaps even alarmed, she glanced at Cedella. “When you got older, destroying family heirlooms wasn’t enough.”

Samuel nodded amiably, relieved that they could finally come to agreement. “True, but often a maid’s virtue was offered so willingly I couldn’t resist.”

“Which was why your father thought sending you to France might curtail such impulses—”

“He said it would ‘broaden my horizons,’ and it did, indeed.” He studied Cedella with disinterested curiosity. “Grandmother, it’s only a maid, not an heirloom.” The girl’s hand moved ever so slightly, causing Samuel to raise his arms as though salvation had been delivered by divine intervention. “Look, she lives! No harm done. She’s going to make a full recovery.” He smiled at Miranda, his eyes lit with boyish delight.

Miranda folded her arms. “Miss you?” she said almost to herself. “I, miss you?” There was the sound of a carriage, pulling up in front of the house, and Samuel suddenly appeared helpless and afraid.

“Yes, that’ll be your father,” Miranda said as she stepped around the maid, whose skirts had risen up her legs, exposing her calves. “He may well render you unconscious, as well. But I’m confident, my dear, you’ll make a full recovery.”

There was the sound of hobbling footsteps and a tapping cane coming up the front walk, and then the door was thrown open against the wall, causing the china to rattle in the cabinet.

“Where is he?” Enoch shouted.

He came down the hall and entered the dining room. Samuel got up from the chair but could barely put his weight on his swollen left foot.

“I met your repeated demands for money,” Enoch said, “but it wasn’t enough—so you come back here for the rest?”

He lifted his cane and brought it down on Samuel’s shoulder. Samuel waddled barefoot around the dining room table, his hands raised to protect his head. His father, who was often plagued by gout, limped after him, swinging his cane, the stick making a whooshing sound as it passed through the air, and they went around the table in this manner several times. Miranda was screaming and father and son were shouting. At one end of the room, they had to negotiate around the maid, who still lay unconscious on the floor. Finally, both men were so winded that they paused at opposite ends of the long table, gasping for air.

Fields arrived with a pitcher of Madeira and glasses on a silver tray. Enoch served himself, his hands shaking. “Fields,” he said, “bring me the key to the gun cabinet.”

Fields said, “I’m afraid it’s been misplaced, sir.”

“The hell it has.” Enoch drained his glass. “My beloved mother put you up to this.”

“They’ll be no bloodshed in this house,” Miranda said. “Not without my say-so.”

Enoch seemed to notice Cedella for the first time. With the tip of his cane he pushed her skirt up until her knees were exposed. “Such fine, shapely legs,” he mused.

Miranda approached her son, causing him to retreat instinctively, despite the fact that he was the one armed with a cane. With her foot she pulled the maid’s skirt down until the girl was fairly decent.

“Well,” Enoch said. “I’m famished from my morning’s labors. Might one get a morsel in his own house?”

“Certainly, sir,” Fields said as he served Samuel a glass of wine.

“I am, too,” Samuel said. “That ship left France with little more than salt cod and hardtack. What have you got, Fields?”

“Yes,” Enoch said. “Go see what is being prepared in the kitchen.”

Disgusted, Miranda went to the dining room door. “Fields, see if you can manage to revive the maid. Otherwise, you’ll have to serve luncheon yourself.”
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Giles walked out on Sumner’s Wharf with Dr. Eli Bradshaw and Dr. Wilberforce Strong. Though there were perhaps a dozen ships tied up, there was no activity—no crew, no stevedores, no hoisting of cargo and livestock.

“The only thing that spreads faster than an epidemic is word of one,” Dr. Strong said. He was the eldest physician in Newburyport, and he primarily confined his practice to the great houses in the High Street vicinity. He was a short, obese man in a blue silk coat and a tricorn hat sporting a yellow plume. His slow waddle dictated the pace of all three men. “It’s so quiet here on the wharf, as though everyone has gone to Sunday meeting—and well might they pray, as it will be their only salvation.”

Dr. Bradshaw was tall, and he walked with his long arms clasped behind his back. He stared at the worn boards in front of him, as though he were carefully considering his every step. “The cause of this fever is so apparent. It’s the composition of the air, the air and the soil, and their inherent putrefaction. This sort of thing has been building up for years, and now it’s being released with greater frequency. It will continue until our world is forever changed. I suspect it may eventually eliminate humanity from the face of the earth.”

“The seeds of this fever,” Dr. Strong insisted, “come from within. It’s simply a question of behavior. Look at the Irish—look at these dark folk from the Caribbean and Africa. How do they live? In sin—sin, which ultimately manifests itself in the form of disease. It’s the Lord Almighty calling them to accounts, pure and simple. How often does the Bible mention plague, epidemic, and pestilence? These people must abandon their profligate ways if they wish to survive. You’re much too wedded to scientific notions, Eli. Scripture first. There lies your answer: drunkenness and fornication—eliminate them and you will have a healthy population.”

Giles had been reluctant to meet with his two colleagues, but he knew that he could not refuse; to do so would constitute a professional insult, and it would jeopardize any attempt on his part to work with them should an epidemic occur. As they strode along the wharf, he looked out across the Merrimack toward the salt marshes that formed a green apron around Ring’s Island. He waved a hand in front of his face and asked, “Have you noticed the mosquitoes since the weather has turned warm and humid?”

Bradshaw and Strong ignored his comment. They usually did. He was not a true physician, but a ship’s surgeon with no formal medical education who was given to drink. It was only out of some vague remnant of patriotism that they acknowledged his efforts at all. Strong had once said, “I hear you proved to be a good man with a saw.”

When they reached the end of the wharf, Dr. Bradshaw drew in a deep breath. “Smell it. The air is much fresher out here over the water, whereas back in Market Square one is exposed to the most unhealthy vapors.”

“God gave us all the same air to breathe,” Dr. Strong announced, as though there was no purpose in further discussion.

“Wilberforce,” Dr. Bradshaw said with a note of condescension in his voice, “you must needs read something other than the Bible.”

“Careful, Doctor,” Strong said. “You’re prone to blasphemy.”

“There is research,” Bradshaw said. “There are men of science, of medicine who are applying all of their powers of logic to this and other conditions that threaten the human endeavor. All of our major cities—Philadelphia, New York, Baltimore, Boston—all of them have in recent years suffered a marked increase in fever epidemics. Everything—symptoms, the weather, the various kinds of treatments—all must be duly observed and recorded so that a rational assessment may be ventured.”

Bradshaw was perhaps ten years Giles’s senior. His long, clean-shaven face was turned toward the sun, which illuminated his pale blue eyes. “What have you read, Doctor?” Giles asked.

“Oh, many first-hand accounts by the men who have treated the diseased in these cities. It’s fascinating, really. The symptoms of the fever can vary tremendously from one victim to the next. Blood may issue from every orifice—the mouth, the nose, the ears, the anus, the vagina. One common element is the occurrence of black vomit.”

“All the result of lewd and lascivious tendencies,” Dr. Strong said.

Bradshaw ignored him. “What’s interesting is that the symptoms not only come on quickly, but they can often turn a perfectly rational person into a raging lunatic.”

“These first-hand accounts,” Giles pressed, “do the authors arrive at any conclusions regarding the source of these outbreaks?”

Bradshaw nodded his head slowly. “Indeed they do. Just a few years ago, Noah Webster wrote a two-volume tome on the subject, and after gathering considerable evidence he came to the opinion that these diseases are obviously caused by earthquakes and volcanoes.”

“Beg your pardon?” Giles asked.

“Absolutely,” Bradshaw said. “It’s all very logically established. Webster suggests, for instance, that the recent eruption of Mount Etna on the island of Sicily may have a severely detrimental effect upon the earth for years to come. You see, such catastrophic events alter the earth’s composition—they open up the ground, so to speak, releasing a vile combination of noxious miasma. It travels on the wind, and perhaps through the oceans’ currents.” He gestured toward the Atlantic beyond Plum Island. “Look where we live, gentlemen. Ours is a latitude of pestilence. The climate is only beginning to produce such devastating scourges. I expect Noah Webster will long be remembered for his dire prognosis.”

“Oh, enough of this nonsense, Eli,” Dr. Strong said. “You’ll look the world over for your causes and fail to see that it’s right before your eyes.”

Dr. Strong began to hobble back up the wharf.

“Doctors, please,” Giles said. “This is not the time for philosophical debate. The fact is we don’t know the cause of such outbreaks of fever, and worse, we don’t know of any cure.”

Strong hesitated and turned around, while Bradshaw rested a haunch on a bollard.

“You know that I’m a simple surgeon,” Giles said. “I haven’t your learning, and only a fraction of your experience. Frankly, I’d prefer dealing with the ailments that beset a ship-of-the-line in the heat of battle. There’s no question of cause when dealing with wounded sailors and soldiers. Their ‘diseases’ are the sort one can see—grapeshot and broken bones. There are proven cures for torn flesh and pulverized limbs. But something like this—this fever, whatever it is—it is invisible and, with all due respect, Dr. Strong, I don’t see any evidence that it confines itself to people of a particular color or nationality, or that it has anything to do with their morals.”

“Jotham Poe!” Dr. Strong shouted. “You both know about him—he’s one of those constables, a bunch of paid ruffians, if you ask me. You yourself said that he visited one of the houses of assignation here along the waterfront—”

“Come now, Wilberforce,” Bradshaw said.

“—and,” Strong continued, “there’s word that some of these harlots have fallen ill.”

“Not to mention the harbormaster’s daughter, Sarah, a blind child—what is her sin?” Giles asked, and before Dr. Strong could muster his rebuttal, he continued, “Listen, gentlemen, please, a pest-house is to be constructed on the Mall. Our first duty is to manage its operation. We’re going to have to determine who should be admitted and who should not. We’re going to have to separate the sick from the healthy, and try to do so without causing outright panic.” He looked at Dr. Bradshaw. “If you’ve read the newspaper accounts, Eli, you know that’s been one of the greatest dangers in places like Philadelphia and New York—when people fear for their lives, panic ensues. Lawlessness prevails.”

Reluctantly, Dr. Bradshaw nodded his head.

But Dr. Strong said, “Nonsense. You cannot arrest God’s hand—no man stays His will.” And again he began to walk back up the wharf.

Giles started after him, but Bradshaw caught him by the arm. “Leave him be.”

“He’s the most respected physician in Newburyport—we’re going to need him.”

“True,” Eli said. He let go of Giles’s arm and slapped at a mosquito on his neck. “But right now he’s just a frightened old man, and perhaps the most sensible of us all. We should all pray for God’s mercy.”


Seven

LEANDER WATCHED AS HIS FATHER CARRIED SARAH OUT THE kitchen door and placed her in the wheelbarrow, which he had lined with a blanket. His mother removed her shawl from the wall peg and pulled it about her shoulders.

“I want to go too,” he said.

His mother went out the door but paused on the stoop. In the morning sunlight she was very pale. “You are to stay down in Joppa with your grandfather, understand?” she said. “Don’t look at me like that.” Her eyes were enormous and she was on the verge of tears. “You do not come home. You do not go near the Mall. We will send for you.” She reached out and touched his cheek, then slammed the door behind her.

After they left, Leander walked back through the South End toward Joppa Flats. There were many carts and wagons rattling along the streets—it had been this way throughout the night as Newburyporters headed up the Merrimack valley toward Haverhill and Lowell or took the Carr’s Island ferry across the river and into New Hampshire, three miles to the north. He passed the Hammonds, a family with six children and a tethered cow, and Manasseh Cowles with his old mother lying on her bed in a wagon. Houses on every street were shuttered as though awaiting a nor’easter.

When he reached his grandfather’s house, Leander knocked on the kitchen door, which was freshly painted a deep green. As he waited, he gazed out at the river. The tide was high and the flats were still covered with water. Seagulls were everywhere, cawing. They wheeled above the river in search of fish. Nearer to shore they found crabs, which they took into the sky and dropped repeatedly on rocks until the shells broke open, and then the birds would alight on the rock and pick away at the exposed meat. There was much flourishing of wings as they protected their quarry.

After knocking on the door a second time, Leander considered walking down to his grandfather’s clam shack on the beach. Though it would be a few hours before the water was low enough for clamming, Papi often spent the high tide hours at the shack, mending his dreeners, honing his shucking knives on the stone. Leander was about to take the path down to the beach, when he heard a sound from inside the house. A thump, as though something heavy had fallen on the floor.

He opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. The house was small, and since his grandmother had died the rooms had lost their sense of tidiness and order. Dirty plates and dishes were stacked in the iron washtub, and there was a foul smell—some meat, perhaps, that had gone to rot.

“Papi?” Leander went to the fireplace, which was cold, the ashes spilled out on to the hearthstones. “Papi? You still sleeping?”

There was a creak of a floorboard from the other room, where his grandfather slept. Leander walked toward the door, but stopped when Papi stepped into the room, stark naked. He held a stick in his right hand and raised it like a club. His eyes were wild, and his beard was encrusted with something black. Blood trailed from both nostrils as well, and the insides of his legs were covered with shit and blood.

He rushed toward Leander, but at the last moment turned and went out the door to the yard. He ran down the path toward the river. Leander chased after him, calling. His grandfather screamed, wielding the stick over his head. At the foot of the small hill, several other clammers, working outside their shacks, looked up at the path. One of them, Myles Pollard, who was one of Leander’s oldest and best friends, got to his feet and raised his arms as though to calm a runaway horse. Papi ran straight at him and swung the club, hitting Myles on the head and knocking him to the sand. The other men seemed frozen by disbelief as they watched Papi beat Myles, using both hands on the stick and swinging down with all he had—causing blood to flow from his friend’s scalp.

By the time he had reached the bottom of the hill, Leander’s legs could barely keep up with his speed. He ran into his grandfather, and they both sprawled in the sand. They got to their knees and lunged for the stick that lay between them—which Leander picked up and heaved up into the brambles on the hillside. Papi glared at him, then ran down the beach. Leander and one other man, Colin Thurlow, followed, while several others remained behind to tend to Myles.

Papi waded out into the water, sweeping the tall eel grass aside. He shouted incoherently, and he caused a great flock of seagulls to lift up off the basin, rising into the sky in an angry, squawking cloud of white and gray.

Leander waded into the cold water. The eel grass was sharp on his hands, and the muck bottom was covered with shells that broke beneath his boots. His trousers clung to his legs in the water, slowing his progress, yet ahead of him his grandfather, without a stitch of clothing, nor his feet shod, moved swiftly out into the river.

And then Leander was caught from behind by Colin Thurlow. “No farther, boy,” he said. “That current is strong—it’ll sweep you right out into the ocean.”

Leander struggled, but the man’s grip on his shoulders was too firm, and finally the boy stopped as they both watched his grandfather—only his head above the water now—drift out into the basin.

“Papi!” Leander yelled.

His grandfather’s head disappeared in the water, but then a moment later it surfaced again. Leander tried again to free himself from the hands clutching his shoulders.

Papi’s head disappeared under the water once more.

Seagulls wheeled overhead, cawing.

Seconds past and Leander could see nothing but blue water.

And holding him tightly against his chest, Colin Thurlow began to pray.
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The pest-house was a series of tents set up in the field south of the Frog Pond in the Mall. By midday twenty-three townspeople had been admitted. No apparent rule or principle determined who might be afflicted, Giles noted, except that most of them on this first day lived on streets in close proximity to the waterfront. There was the constant sound of retching and moaning, and the air was sharp with the smell of vinegar. The high sheriff, Thomas Poole, had overseen the construction of a wooden fence designed to isolate the facility. Relatives were gathered outside the fence; they wailed, they prayed, they sang hymns, and at times they were gripped by a hysteria that moved them to press forward and challenge the guards who manned the gate.

Dr. Bradshaw naturally assumed the role of pest-house manager. Two elderly sisters, Obedience and Submit Cheever, who had for decades acted as nurses and midwives, organized a cadre of volunteers—mostly elderly men and women who with little regard for their own safety willingly, if somberly, performed the necessary unpleasant chores. And there were a number of West Indians who had come to help, claiming that they were immune as they’d had such fevers before, when they lived in the Caribbean. Giles thought they were nothing short of heroic. At Dr. Bradshaw’s instructions, everyone who worked in the pest-house wore a long coat that had been smeared with wax. Every patient suffered from vomiting, and many had severe diarrhea; some bled terribly, from the gums, even from the eyes. Several volunteer orderlies maintained the fires beneath the large iron pots of water that had been set up for the purpose of boiling soiled clothing and bed linens. A pit had been dug on Old Burying Ground Hill, and that afternoon the first body, Obadiah Honeywell, a cordwainer at one of the shipyards, was interred and covered with quicklime.

Giles found Sarah and Amanda Hatch in one of the tents. The girl was delirious and she hiccupped constantly, another common symptom of the fever. But he did not expect to find her mother lying on the next cot, her fine hair matted to her forehead. The pan on the ground was full of blackish green vomit.

“I have never been this sickly, Giles,” she whispered through cracked lips, “and it came upon me so swift-like. We were bringing Sarah up here, and on Fruit Street I just all of a sudden collapsed. I tried to keep walking, but finally Caleb had to lay me in the wheelbarrow, too.” Giles mopped her face with a cloth, and then, holding the back of her head, he held a cup of water to her mouth. She could barely swallow.

A small cart rattled up to the front of the tent, and Submit Cheever raised the tent flap. “I brung the sheets, sir.”

“Amanda,” Giles said. “We’re going to sweat you and Sarah. Submit will help you undress and wrap you in linens.”

Amanda tried to speak but couldn’t. Her teeth were coated with blood.

“I’ll return shortly.”

Giles left the tent and walked back to the pots, where an old man named George Sewell was using long metal tongs to remove bricks from the boiling water and place them in a small wooden cart. Giles pulled on a heavy pair of leather gloves, then poured vinegar over the steaming bricks, the vapors causing his eyes to water. He and the old man wheeled the cart back to the tent. Giles went inside—both Amanda and Sarah were wrapped in linens now, from their necks to their feet.

He stood over the girl’s cot, and said, “Sarah, it’s Dr. Wiggins. Don’t be alarmed now—you’re going to have to hold still.”

Her eyes did not open, but she nodded her head.

Giles looked toward George, who stood out by the cart, the tongs in his hands. The old man picked up a steaming brick and brought it inside the tent. Giles took the brick—its heat immediately penetrating the gloves—and placed it on Sarah’s chest.

At first the girl lay still, but then her eyes opened—beautiful, unseeing eyes—and she rolled her head from side to side in a panic. “Hot!” she cried. “It’s burning me!”

“Only briefly, Sarah,” Giles said. “It’ll bring the sweat out of you. One more, George, please.” The second brick was brought in and Giles placed it across the girl’s narrow hips. He could hear her bowels turn. “You must be still for a short while, and then we’ll get you cleaned up.”

He went to Amanda’s cot. Her cheeks were streaked with pink tears. Blood ran from her nostrils. “My baby,” she whispered.

Again, he carefully wiped her face with a damp cloth, then covered her with five bricks, one over each breast, one over her abdomen, and two across her pelvis. Her face was beaded with sweat and she inhaled deeply. “What is it that Giles Corey said to his executioners down to Salem?” she asked. “‘More weight.’”

“I don’t dare add more,” Giles said.

“My legs—my legs pain me something fearful.”

“All right. Two more, if you please, George.”

Giles carefully balanced two bricks across Amanda’s thighs, and then he removed the leather gloves.

“Giles,” she whispered. He leaned close to her face, again mopping her skin. “Caleb’s out there, beyond the fence,” she said. “I told him to go back home but I could tell from his eyes he would not leave—you must talk to him.”

“All right. What about Leander?”

“We sent him to his grandfather’s.”

“That is probably best.” Giles got to his feet. “I will be back later.”

He left the tent and walked across the field. There were several hundred people beyond the fence gate, and they called to the doctor, asking about kin. Caleb Hatch stood among them, gazing sullenly toward the pest-house.

“Caleb,” he called, and louder, he repeated, “Caleb.”

The crowd suddenly quieted, and they stared across the fence at him. Caleb pushed his way through them until his hands gripped the top of the wood gate.

“You must go home and take care of Leander,” Giles said. Raising his voice, he addressed the crowd. “Listen to me. All of you should go home and care for yourselves and your families.”

“What can be done?” one woman asked. Her name was Lydia Simms and she lived in the North End, on Olive Street. He had delivered her baby—her eighth child—the previous winter. “What, Doctor, aside from prayer?”

“Yes,” Giles said. “There is that, of course.”

A few of them seemed satisfied and began to wander away. Caleb continued to gaze hard at the doctor, until he suddenly turned and pushed through the crowd. Giles started back toward the tents, while behind him those who remained outside the fence began to recite the Lord’s Prayer.


Eight

LEANDER AWOKE AND SAT UP, BRUSHING SAND FROM HIS CHEEK. He looked down the beach at Colin Thurlow’s skiff. Across the river basin he could see the sun setting behind Newburyport—he must have slept several hours. He remembered screaming and struggling as Colin and several other clam-diggers had tried to stop him from following his grandfather, but he was young and strong, and finally, when he began to push Thurlow’s skiff out into the basin, they let him go.

“You’re stubborn,” Thurlow had shouted. “Just like your grandfather. Go ahead. See for yourself: nothing comes back on this Merrimack current.”

Leander had rowed across the basin to the river mouth, and he spent hours gazing into the water, looking for some sign of his grandfather. Exhausted, he finally pulled the skiff up onto the beach on Plum Island and fell asleep on the side of a dune.

Now the tide was rising, and the skiff was nearly afloat. He shoved off and began drifting back upriver. A hot westerly bore the smells of the waterfront grog shops, cooked fish, and the yeasty scent of ale. The church spire in Market Square was silhouetted against the fierce orange glow of the setting sun. Well off to his right, the quarantined ship lay at anchor.

Leander stopped pulling at the oars. There was something in the water, something long and dark. It was a log. The shipyards culled the forest upriver, and it was not uncommon to find a stray tree trunk floating in the basin. The sun’s reflection off the water burned his eyes, and, squinting, he realized that an arm was draped over the log. When he drew alongside, he saw that the arm was clad in a blue satin sleeve. The head that bobbed on the far side of the log had long dark hair that trailed into the water.

He skulled around to the other side of the log and saw that the body was wearing a dress. He touched her shoulder with the blade of his oar, but she didn’t move. He looked toward the quarantined ship, which was now bathed in a rose light of the sunset, and when he turned back a pale face with brown eyes was staring up at him.

She said something he couldn’t understand.

He leaned over the gunwale. “You come from that ship?”

She spoke again, her voice trembling with cold. Her accent was French. He knew this because there were families in Newburyport who had escaped from France since Napoleon had come to power. They kept to themselves mostly and maintained high manners.

“Take hold,” he said, extending an oar toward her.

With great effort she stretched out one arm and took hold of the oar. He guided her to the stern and tried to help her over the transom. He’d never touched a woman before, so he tried to be careful, only taking hold under her arms. But it was a struggle to get her into the boat and when she began to slip back into the water, he took hold of the leg that was angled over the transom, while she clasped her arms about his neck. As he lifted her, his other hand could feel whalebone stays running up her back. Once in the boat, she collapsed in exhaustion, her blue silk dress clinging to her.

Leander sat on the thwart and looked away, embarrassed. After a moment, he took up the oars and began to pull for the wharves below Market Square. When he ventured to look at her, he thought she might be thirty years old. Despite the fact that her hair was matted to her scalp and her lips were purple from the cold water, she was stunning. Her cheeks were high and smooth, and there was a small black dot below one eye.

“I don’t suppose you saw an old man, out here in the water?”

“Old man?”

“You speak English?”

“A little.” She pronounced it lee-tle. “What old man?”

“My grandfather.”

“No, I see no old man.” She rested her head against the transom and closed her eyes. Her eyelids were large, and made him think of scallop shells.
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Enoch Sumner owned a fleet of coaches, chaises, and cabriolets, but when Miranda rode out she always insisted on the diligence, a large, plush-upholstered coach her son had imported from Lyon, France. She and Samuel departed in the early evening to escape the heat of the house. She was curious about this pest-house, so they stopped at the Mall and looked across the Frog Pond toward rows of tents inside a fence. Columns of white smoke billowed into the sky. Outside the fence gate there was a great deal of keening and wailing and the singing of hymns.

“It’s fascinating,” she said, “how disaster creates such industry. But it is too late for these people—they live in filth, so what do you expect.”

Samuel looked at her, surprised. “You know, I had the fever in Paris and nearly died. It is a vile thing that knows no boundary.”

“It is all about filth,” Miranda said. “It will never invade our house. You see how my staff scrubs and cleans constantly. There is no safer place in Newburyport.”

“Perhaps.” Samuel tapped the roof of the carriage with his cane and called out, “On, now—down to the wharves.” Settling back on the bench opposite his grandmother, he said, “We mustn’t risk staying here long—these fevers, some say they’re borne on the air. Along with scrubbing every surface, you should instruct the maids to shut all the windows in the house for the duration of this pestilence.”

“And perhaps you have finally learned something, Samuel.” Flattered, he smiled. “It is always wise to take precautions,” Miranda said. “It is good that you’ve returned now, for I fear that your father’s eccentricities are becoming more of a burden.”

He leaned forward and whispered, “And it all costs money.”

“Precisely. People think we are wealthy beyond imagination, but this is not so. For years I have worried about our circumstances—I have lost sleep over it many nights. When your father was young, we went to war with Britain, a great risk if there ever was one, and he was bold enough, shrewd enough to take advantage of the situation. Privateering led to great profit, which led to shipbuilding and trading everything, lumber, molasses, slaves—anything that would turn a greater profit. But comforts acquired by such enterprise does something to a man, and you would be well advised to take note, Samuel. For years I’ve watched your father’s utter and complete disintegration, and such imprudence has naturally led to unimaginable losses. He simply can’t control himself. The worse things get, the greater his excesses. My deepest fear is that without reasonable intervention, he will spend every penny before he dies, leaving his aged mother destitute, and his son.…”

Samuel’s eyebrow cocked slightly. “If it’s a race to the finish, then perhaps my dear father might do us the favor of finishing earlier, before he’s spent his last dollar.”

“Exactly, my dear,” Miranda said.

“But the question is how does one achieve such a … reasonable intervention.”

Miranda smiled kindly upon her grandson. Like his father, he possessed a vulpine cunning which longed to be bridled. “It’s really a question of survival,” she said, “for you, for me, for the future of this family. It’s an unsavory thought, one that has long plagued me, but there it is.”

They didn’t speak again as the carriage passed through Market Square, where Samuel again tapped the roof with his cane and called out, “Take us out to the end of my father’s wharf, where the air is freshest.”

They passed through an alley that ended at the waterfront. There was no activity about the ships. At the end of the wharf, the carriage stopped, and one of the footmen opened the door.

Samuel climbed down and offered Miranda his hand, but she shook her head, saying, “This is fresh air enough for me.”

“As you wish.”

He walked around the corner of a warehouse and after a moment she heard his water splash against the shingles. From her seat, Miranda could look downriver toward the basin. The sun had set and in the last light the water was turning an ink blue, with the gray dunes of Plum Island beyond. Miranda, named in her honor, was barely visible except for several lanterns hanging from her rigging.

Samuel called out something she didn’t understand—it took her a moment to realize he was speaking French. And then a soft feminine voice responded from the river.

Miranda got out of the carriage and walked around the corner of the warehouse. Samuel was fastening his trousers in haste. A skiff was approaching, with a boy at the oars, and a young woman sat in the stern, wearing a fine blue dress with white lace. She was soaking wet and shivering. The boy tied the boat to a bollard and helped her climb up onto the wharf. She refused to look in Samuel’s direction as she continued to speak, her voice demanding and agitated.

Samuel responded in French, which only seemed to cause the girl to turn away angrily. She cut him off, saying in halting English, “I cannot understand whatever you say. So must I speak the British. You—you are the coward.” Her accent was quite musical.

She noticed Miranda for the first time, her eyes startled.

“You’re shivering, child.” Miranda removed her light wrap. “You’ll catch cold in those wet things.” Miranda moved cautiously, as though approaching a wary cat; after a moment the girl turned and allowed the chambray fabric to be draped around her slender shoulders. “How in heavens did you get in the river?”

The girl did not reply and her face became distrustful. Miranda turned to the boy, and said, “What is your name?”

“Leander Hatch, Ma’am. I found her—she was adrift on a log.”

Miranda smiled at the girl. “Perhaps you are a mermaid?” The girl appeared to not understand the word. “Even mermaids have names.”

Samuel said something in French, causing the girl to glance at him impatiently.

“Marie,” she said. “Marie de Monpellier.” Miranda laughed, causing Marie to glare at her. “You think I am the humorous?” she said. “But it is my name—this is not, how do you say, fonny?”

“Please,” Miranda said. “Forgive me. I do not wish to insult you.”

Marie pulled the wrap tightly about her.

“You called my grandson a coward,” Miranda said. “Either you know him, or you are a very astute judge of character.”

“He pays one of the crew and gets ashore, and I am left alone on that horrible sheep.”

“You locked yourself in your quarters,” Samuel said. “I had barely seen you on deck since we left St. Barts. If I had known that you wished to come ashore, I assure you—”

“Hush,” Miranda said. She studied the shivering girl once more. “My grandson is a coward—he has always been one. And I apologize for any inconvenience you may have suffered during your journey to Newburyport. Now, may I introduce myself? I am Miranda Sumner, and that horrible ship you managed to escape from was named in my honor by my son, who is even more of a coward, if that is possible.”

Marie managed the briefest smile.

“We must not be inhospitable.” Miranda took the girl by the elbow. “Come with me, child—you must be famished.” Marie hesitated a moment, but then allowed herself to be guided toward the carriage.

“Grandmother?” Samuel’s voice cracked, causing Miranda and the girl to stop and look around. His trouser buttons were still fastened improperly.

“And Samuel,” Miranda said, “give this boy a coin.”

Marie tensed, withdrawing her arm from Miranda’s grip. “All right,” Miranda said. “I see—he fished you out of the water. Yes, he can come, too. But he rides up top with the driver.”

“Grandmother,” Samuel pleaded.

“What, dear?” she said pleasantly.

“Well, she might …”

“Yes, yes, I understand,” Marie said. “This fever is a thing most horrible. I am ill with it the first winter I am in the Caribbean.” She began to shake uncontrollably. “But this river—the water is most cold.”

“Indeed,” Miranda said, taking the girl’s arm again. “Let’s get you home and into dry clothes and a warm bed.”


PARTIII

Salvation


Nine

WORD HAD BEEN SENT THAT GILES WAS NEEDED AT THE Sumner house. In order to leave the pest-house grounds, he had to follow the strict procedures established by Dr. Bradshaw and himself. First he removed his wax-coat and disrobed in a tent so that his garments could be boiled and laundered, and then he scrubbed himself raw with bristle brushes dipped in a hot solution of vinegar and camphor. After dressing in a change of clothes, including a much-patched frock coat he’d had since his duty at sea, he was let out through the gate, where townspeople accosted him, demanding information about their relatives who had been admitted to the pest-house. He told them he could make no official comment, that it was Dr. Bradshaw’s responsibility to keep the public informed. Slowly, he made his way through the crowd and toward the waiting carriage.

“Is someone ill?” he asked the driver, old Mr. Penrose.

“A house guest, Doctor, a French lady,” Mr. Penrose said.

One of the footmen held the door open as Giles climbed into the carriage. There was a wicker basket on the bench. “My mother’s doing, of course.”

The footman, a boy no older than fourteen, stood on the running board and looked through the open window. “Ma’am thought you might be hungry, sir.”

As the carriage rolled across the Mall and down High Street, Giles ate bread, cheese, and a plump chicken leg, and there was a lidded pewter tankard of Dog’s Nose—ale and rum. When he reached Enoch’s house, Fields opened the front door. “Doctor, the missus requests your services upstairs.”

Giles climbed the stairs and found the young Jamaican maid waiting in the hall. She had a livid bruise on her forehead. “What happened to you?”

The girl merely curtsied, whispering, “This way, if you please, Doctor.”

She admitted him to one of the guest bedrooms on the second floor. His mother stood by the bed, looking down at a girl, eyes closed, lying motionless beneath a counterpane.

“I believe she has swallowed a great deal of river water,” his mother said. Her hands fidgeted with the bow on the front of her yellow dress. “Apparently, she was on the Miranda, and jumped ship. Nearly drowned trying to swim ashore. Fortunately, a boy saved her. She was alert at first, but then she collapsed during the coach ride to the house.”

“She shouldn’t have been allowed off that ship,” Giles said.

“Shall we throw her back in the river?” she said apologetically.

Giles ignored his mother, knowing that to look at her now would allow her to register the kind of small victory she delighted in, and he moved toward the side of the bed.

“Perhaps I should leave while you examine her?” she asked.

“That won’t be necessary. Who is she?”

“That is not so easily determined. She’s French, certainly.”

Giles leaned over the girl. She lay perfectly still on her back, her long brown hair spread over the pillow. She was, he guessed, in her late twenties. He picked up her hand and placed his fingers on the inside of her wrist. Her pulse was steady. Then he lifted one eyelid and found no abnormal dilation or coloration in the pupil. He pulled the counterpane down from her chin. She was wearing a white nightgown. Gently he felt her neck and throat. There was an unusual delicacy to her features, and her skin was remarkably smooth and fair, considering the long sea voyage and time spent fighting the currents of the Merrimack.

“Has she vomited?” he asked.

“Water.”

“No black vomit? No blood?”

“No, says she’s had the fever while hiding down in the Caribbean. She’s just brought up water—quite a bit of it, but I think she’s fairly dried out by now.”

“I need to sit her up.”

His mother went around to the other side of the bed, and together they raised the girl into a sitting position. He untied the drawstring at the top of her night gown and peeled the garment down off her shoulders, exposing her pale back. He thumped her with both hands, then drew the gown up again, allowing his mother to fasten the string. When they laid her back on the pillow, the girl coughed once.

“There’s no sign of fever,” he said. “What do you mean she’s been ‘hiding’?”

As she pulled the counterpane up over the girl, his mother said, “Perhaps you should address that question to your brother or your nephew.”

“Samuel?”

She went to the door but paused. “Yes, he has also just returned from France.”

“By way of the Caribbean?”

“Why, yes.” His mother’s voice was all innocence—never a good omen.

“He swam ashore from the Miranda, too.”

“Oh dear, no. I believe he came ashore in a dinghy. Arrived dry as a bone,” his mother said. “But he’s immune as well. Says he had the fever in Paris.”

“You do realize that’s not the point. This ship is a serious threat to Newburyport, unless the quarantine is observed.”

“Enforcement of such matters is not my concern, Giles. They’re both here in this house now, and their presence has had a detrimental effect upon your brother’s demeanor. He and Samuel rarely get along, and this girl—well, you have eyes. She has become something of a distraction. Please, remain with her, if you wish, and see if you can at least bring her around.” His mother opened the door but paused again. “I keep a clean house. You know that. Such pestilences will find no safe haven under this roof. The filth of those people.…” She left the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

Giles suddenly felt tired—it was the food, the Dog’s Nose, the warmth of the afternoon. There was a window seat with a fine embroidered cushion. Down on High Street, a wagon passed by, carrying two more people destined for the pest-house. He should return there, for there was much work to be done. Reluctantly, he turned toward the young woman, asleep in the canopy bed.
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Leander had been given lamb stew and bread in the kitchen. Minions and scullions moved about, preparing dinner, ignoring him as he sat at the table. Their aprons were spattered with sauces and gravies, and they went about their tasks with a vengeance. One plump woman, her arms covered with flour, pounded and rolled dough; another basted several chickens; still another ground seasonings with mortar and pestle as though her life depended on it.

“Fancy some more, love?” the woman in charge asked.

Leander, his mouth full, nodded. She took his bowl away and at that moment a dark-skinned maid entered through the swinging door. He couldn’t help but stare, embarrassed, at the high fullness confined beneath her uniform. Yet she was slender, remarkably so in the midst of all these fleshy women with their quivering jowls and pink cheeks. She looked toward Leander for a moment, her oval eyes both alert and vulnerable, and then she picked up a silver tray with fine cut glasses and fled the kitchen. It was only after she’d left that he realized there was something peculiar about her face. There was a bruise on her forehead, which was only partially concealed by the black curls that escaped from her lace cap.

The cook put the bowl in front of him, and he commenced to eat. He was unaccustomed to so much seasoning, and yet he couldn’t spoon the stew into his gullet fast enough. His mother’s fare had always been ample but plain, and seldom enhanced with anything but salt and pepper. As he was wiping his bowl clean with the last of the bread, the lady of the house came into the kitchen. The entire staff paused in their duties and curtsied. She ignored them and walked straight toward Leander, and, along with the others at the table, he hastily got to his feet.

“You did well today, quite possibly saving that woman’s life.” She held out two coins and placed them in his hand. “You may finish eating and go.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

She swept out of the kitchen, seeming to take all the air with her. The staff appeared unable to move, unable to breathe as they stared at Leander. Some were aghast, while others looked suspicious. The maid was back—she must have slipped through the service door again without Leander noticing. She gazed at him a moment before raising her head abruptly, as though detecting a bad smell, and pushing out through the door.
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The girl coughed, and Giles got up off the window seat and went to the canopy bed. Her eyes were open, her gaze startled and confused but defiant. There was a water pitcher on the nightstand, and he filled a glass. “Here,” he said, leaning over her. She shook her head. “Just small sips.” He held the glass to her mouth and she drank a little.

As he was putting the glass on the table, the door opened and Enoch stepped into the room. His shirttails hung below his gold waistcoat, and he was wearing only one silk stocking and no shoes. The crotch of his britches was wet and he smelled of urine. He held a wine bottle by the neck and as he walked toward the bed, he tended to lead with one shoulder, as though breasting a stiff wind.

“So, Doctor, you’ve raised her from the dead.”

“She’s merely exhausted, and distressed from having swallowed so much brackish water. She should not have been allowed ashore, if she was aboard your quarantined ship.”

Enoch raised the bottle to his mouth and as he drank, red wine dribbled off his chin and stained his shirt. When inebriated, his eyes tended to gaze in two directions, so that one eye studied Giles’s face, while the other seemed to regard something just behind him. “But here she is.”

“I understand Samuel has made it ashore as well.”

“Place a ship under quarantine—you only open the way to bribery.”

Giles picked up his medical bag, which he hadn’t even opened. “I would see that she gets plenty of rest and nourishment.”

“Whot would you haf me eat?” she said. “Hooorse? They fed me meat from the hooorse on that boot.” She then muttered something in French.

“I would eat plainly for a day or two,” Giles said to her.

She glared up at him.

He bowed politely and went to the door. Enoch followed him out into the hall, where he took several coins from his waistcoat and offered them.

“Ordinarily,” Giles said, shaking his head, “Mother insists that Fields compensate me as he ushers me out the front door.”

“He may yet.” Enoch held out the bottle in his hand. “Perhaps some wine, then?”

“No, thank you.”

“This girl, she has been in hiding—for several years.”

“And how do you know that?”

Enoch looked down the hall as though he suspected someone might be eavesdropping, then took hold of his brother’s sleeve and drew him toward the stairs. They climbed to the third floor, which was decidedly less decorous—the servants’ quarters—and then they ascended a steep, narrow set of stairs and entered the cupola which was perched atop the hip roof. The view was spectacular; it was a clear evening and the lights of Newburyport spilled downhill to the banks of the Merrimack. Jonathan Bream, Enoch’s bard, was stretched out on a couch snoring gently, and an empty bottle of wine lay on the floor by his hand.

Enoch went to a spyglass on a tripod and peered through it. “I will take you, my half-brother, into my confidence.” He turned the glass until it was pointed at Giles. “But you must promise me you will not divulge what I’m about to tell you to anyone.”

“Does this have to do with a broken law?”

Enoch straightened up and laughed. “I believe there is a sort of person who is meant to be beyond the law.”

“Don’t you mean above?”

“Is there a difference?”

“You’re talking about royalty, of course.”

“No common law applies to the blood of kings.” Enoch came around the spyglass and stood very close to Giles; as he exhaled the doctor took a step backward and held his breath. “Perhaps the future of France lies here in my humble home.”

“This—?”

“This delightful girl, yes. What would you say if I told you that her father was the king himself?”

“King Louis? The sixteenth?”

“Of France.”

“I’d say you’d have a hard time proving it.”

Enoch smiled. “Why are men of science such cynics?”

“They believe in evidence.”

“But, Doctor, I have evidence.”

“In what form?”

Enoch turned away and moved to one of the windows. Giles took a deep breath.

“Perhaps I’ll show you,” Enoch said, “another time.” He took a swig from his wine bottle. “What hasn’t been determined with absolute certainty is who her mother is—it’s possible it was Marie Antoinette, but it’s more plausible that it might have been some other woman, one of the king’s favorites in court. But who? He had so many, of course.”

“Of course. King’s prerogative.”

“Precisely. Whoever the mother was, she’s most likely dead now—those peasants and their guillotine, you know. But she made arrangements to have her daughter spirited out of Paris. Surely you’ve heard such rumors. And she’s been in hiding for several years, first in Havre, then in the Caribbean—and now, finally, she’s here, safe and sound.”

“And only slightly waterlogged.”

Enoch gazed through the spyglass toward the river. “I know you’re busy with this fever that seems to be gripping Newburyport, but I would appreciate it if you would find the time to examine our guest periodically.” He looked over his shoulder now. “And, Doctor, please, don’t give our mother any more of your potions or pills. She hoards them. And with my son returned from France as well—I have no doubt that he is conspiring with her against me. They’ve always been … allies.”

“Conspiring? In what way?”

“If I knew that,” Enoch smiled weakly, revealing his putrid brown teeth, “it wouldn’t be much of a conspiracy.”
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When Leander finished eating, he went to the kitchen door and let himself out into a courtyard. The last light of day cast a glow like burning coals on the undersides of towering clouds. Mosquitoes danced in the humid air, which smelled of manure. Several boys watched him from the open doors of the stable. They slouched on bales of hay, their arms folded. But they looked as though they were ready to attack upon a moment’s notice, and to defend their territory to the death. Leander walked around the corner of the house and a guard let him out a side gate.

He wasn’t sure what to do. He wanted to go to the pest-house, to see if he could get news about his mother and sister, but it was late and his father would wonder what had happened to him. And there was the skiff, which he had left tied to Sumner’s Wharf. He decided that first he must return the boat to Colin Thurlow in Joppa Flats. So he walked down to the wharf, boarded the skiff, and began rowing along the south bank of the river, making good speed as he was moving with the outgoing tide. He kept watching the water about him, half expecting to see something—some sign of his grandfather. But there was nothing but the gentle lapping against the hull, the splash of his oars, and the reflection of distant shore lights off the water.

He leaned sideways and farted. It was a rich, resonant fart. Not a clam fart, but, still, a deep fart. This was one of Papi’s great talents. He believed the proof of a good quart of clams was in the fart, and suddenly, drifting on the dark Merrimack, Leander began to laugh. He leaned the other way and farted again. He couldn’t stop himself—laughter coming out of one end, farts from the other—and he was filled with a childish glee until he began to cry because he suddenly understood his grandfather’s logic. Papi had run away, bounding down the hill, stark naked, and waded into the river in an attempt to protect his grandson—Leander was certain of this, he knew not how, but in his heart he understood that his grandfather believed he posed a threat to the boy, and he used his last moments of strength and reason to get out into the river current, where his burden would once and for all be carried away. There was no place Papi would rather be buried than in the waters of the Merrimack, where the river meets the ocean. His life had been so beholden to the ebb and flow of the tides that it was only fitting that this would be his final place of rest. Leander cried as he drifted on the dark river. And he knew that when he reached his destination, when he pulled the skiff up on Joppa Flats, he would cry no more. Ever. That, he was certain, was his grandfather’s desire.
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The second floor was now lit by candle sconces on the wall. Giles returned to Marie’s room and, upon opening the door, found Samuel leaning over the girl in the bed; startled, Samuel straightened up, holding his hands behind his back. Giles hadn’t seen Samuel in several years—he was heavier and now a tousled forelock hung down over his eyes.

“Well, Samuel.”

Giles looked at the girl, who was sound asleep. He went to the bed and Samuel backed up.

“What have you got in your hand?” Giles asked.

“Nothing.”

“Come now,” he said as though to a recalcitrant child, “let me see.”

Samuel took several more steps backward, until he bumped into the wall, causing something to drop on the floor. He turned his head away and winced, as though he expected a severe reprimand.

Giles looked at the floor and saw something glistening in the candlelight. “Move aside.”

Samuel tried to stand his ground, though he appeared on the verge of whimpering.

“Samuel, did you hear me?” Giles said, taking a step forward, and Samuel shuttled along the wall.

Giles picked up the shining object off the floor—a small locket on a fine silver chain. He went over to the bed and placed his medicine bag on the nightstand; Marie’s nightgown had been untied at the neck. He opened the locket; inside was a tiny portrait of a man in a long wig.

“It’s him,” Samuel whispered. “King Louis.”

“It’s a man in a wig.”

“She’s his daughter. She as much as admitted it to me.”

“When?”

“In St. Barts.”

“Before the Miranda set sail for Newburyport?”

“Yes.”

“And you offered to help her get to America?”

Samuel straightened, affronted. “It was the noble course.”

“I’m sure.” Giles closed the locket and fastened the chain about Marie’s slender throat; then he tied up her nightgown. “Go on. Get out of here, and don’t bother her.”

Samuel hurried to the door, glaring at his uncle as he let himself out into the hall.


Ten

LEANDER WAS AWAKENED BY A POUNDING NOISE. BUT THEN IT stopped. He listened for a moment but heard nothing unusual. Perhaps he had been dreaming.

Then the pounding came again, this time accompanied by a weak, desperate voice.

He got up out of bed and went to the small front window. Across the street, Mr. Sears stood outside his own door, knocking with his fist. He was wearing a nightshirt and cap, and he cried out in a hoarse voice, “Please, Miriam, let me in!”

Mrs. Sears’s voice came from within the house. Leander couldn’t understand what she was saying, but it was clear she was refusing her husband’s request. Mr. Sears lifted his arm and slammed his fist against the door again, and when there was no reply, he turned and staggered out into the street. The front of his nightshirt was stained black. He fell to his knees and collapsed on his side.

Leander could hear his father stirring downstairs, so he dressed quickly and climbed down the ladder. His father had already opened the front door. “What is it?” Leander asked.

“Must have the fever, and Miriam has put him out for fear that he’ll pass it on to the children.” His father walked out into the street and leaned over Mr. Sears. “John, you have been ill in the night?” Mr. Sears did not move but groaned helplessly. Even from the doorway, Leander recognized the smell. He could see that the stain on the man’s nightshirt was vomit. “All right, John, you stay put,” his father said. “We’ll get you up to the pest-house.” Turning toward the house, he said, “Bring round the wheelbarrow.”

Leander rushed into the dooryard and got the wheelbarrow, which was standing up against the side of the outhouse. He brought it around to the street and helped his father get Mr. Sears up off the ground. Carefully, they sat him in the wooden box—the effort seemed to take the last of the man’s strength, and he groaned constantly and complained of burning skin—and his father began rolling the wheelbarrow down Orange Street. Up ahead, Mrs. Ludlow was beating a rug on her front stoop. When she saw them coming, she stepped back inside and slammed the door shut.

As they turned up Fruit Street, his father said, “You walk in front of us.”

“In front?”

“Something wrong with your ears?” His father’s voice was impatient, and he was sweating heavily from the effort of carrying Mr. Sears, who easily weighed over two hundred pounds. “I don’t want you to pass through his air.”

They didn’t speak again as they rattled along High Street toward the Mall. When the smoke above the pest-house came into sight, they could hear voices—a large group of people stood outside the gates, singing “My Soul Doth Magnify the Lord.” By the time the last verse was finished, Leander and his father reached the Mall. Reverend Cary, a stout man with thick side-whiskers, stood on a crate addressing the crowd. He pointed at Leander’s father and bellowed, “Come noooo closer with thy burden!”

His father stopped and put the wheelbarrow down.

“There!” the reverend shouted at the crowd. “There comes another sinner! Bear witness, my children, this is a reckoning, a long, long overdue reckoning. Oh, Satan, he hath spoken, and there lies John Sears, laid prostrate by his ways because he, he hath turned his back on the Lord! You see his guilt! You see his shame! You see—”

Leander’s father picked up the wheelbarrow by its handles and proceeded toward the gate. Fearfully, the crowd parted for him.

“Halt!” Reverend Cary cried. “I say bring this sinner noooo closer!”

Leander’s father stopped when he reached the gate, where he again set the wheelbarrow down. Two guards opened the gate. They helped Mr. Sears to his feet and walked him toward the row of tents. There was a great deal of activity there, people coming and going, carrying pails and pulling carts piled with bundles of linen. And there were agonized voices—coughing, crying, groaning, pleas for help. Leander’s father turned the wheelbarrow around and began to push his way back through the crowd.

Leander remained at the gate, staring in at the tents.

“Come, Leander,” his father said.

“But Mother and Sarah—”

“Don’t make me say it again, son.”

Slowly, Leander turned and followed his father, and as they crossed the Mall toward the Frog Pond, the Reverend Cary continued to shout imprecations at them.

When Leander began to look over his shoulder, his father said, “Don’t, you hear me? Don’t even look back.”
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By the evening of the second day, over sixty people had been admitted to the pest-house. More tents had been raised and the grass between them was becoming trodden. Giles was with Sarah when the girl’s convulsions finally ceased. Amanda looked on from her cot, half delirious herself, speechless as he carefully wrapped the child in her linens. He carried her out to one of the carts and laid her with three other corpses that were destined for the pit.

He returned to the tent and sat on a stool next to Amanda’s cot. Pink tears streaked the sides of her face, but she looked more alert than only a few minutes earlier.

“I’m ashamed,” she whispered.

“You needn’t be,” he said.

“But I am, because I’m feeling much better.” She opened her eyes and stared up at him. “Do you suppose I could have something to eat?” She turned her head away. “I’m so ashamed.”

He took her hand, which was warm and dry now, but he couldn’t speak so he only nodded his head. Then he got up and went out of the tent.

Dr. Bradshaw was standing by the cart, which now contained a fourth body, wrapped in linen. “Tell them,” he said to the driver, “to make the pit bigger—make it bigger and deeper—and then go to my house. My wife has been organizing the gathering of linen from around town. Bring back what you can.”

The driver took the reins and walked ahead of the mule toward the gate.

“At least the Reverend Cary and most of his crowd are gone home for their evening supper,” Dr. Bradshaw said.

“The peace and quiet is welcomed,” Giles said.

They walked down the row of tents and entered the one that had been established as their office. Dr. Bradshaw unbuttoned his stiff waxed coat and sat at the desk, which was two pine boards laid across sawhorses. He opened a flask and poured two drams of whiskey.

“That’s eleven today.” He took up the quill pen, dipped it in the ink well, and began writing in his ledger.

“Amanda Hatch has requested food,” Giles said, picking up his glass. He went to the front of the tent and stared out through the open flap. He could see the cart moving up the hill into the cemetery. “I doubt she’ll make it through the night.” He tossed back his whiskey. “When I was in the Caribbean during the war, I saw this response sometimes. It’s so strange how a person will be violently sick, and then suddenly the fever lifts—the pain is gone, their appetite returns, and then.…”

“It’s rarely a good sign.” Dr. Bradshaw continued to scratch away at the ledger. “You saw plenty of this, during the war?”

“Yes.”

“I did, too, though I was in Florida and New Orleans. You had a bout of it?”

Giles lowered the tent flap. “Yes.”

“We’re immune perhaps, though I’ve seen instances where someone is stricken a second time and dies. These fevers, they’re not all the same. When I had my bout, I wanted to die.” Bradshaw laid down his quill, took a pinch of sand from the dish, and sprinkled it on the ledger pages. “This is only the beginning. I spoke to the high sheriff today. We must take measures regarding sanitation. Throughout the town there is much foul water, standing water. And the disposal of dead animals, they are often left to rot. The live ones, too. Pigs, cows, chickens—they roam at will in many neighborhoods. There are regulations, and Thomas Poole needs to enforce them. And I sent word to Dr. Strong, begging his assistance.”

Giles came back and sat in the chair on the other side of the desk. “He won’t come.”

“I know.” Dr. Bradshaw shook his head. “I’ll tell you who will: the black folk from the Caribbean. Two more came into the camp today to help. They’ve seen this—they understand what we’re up against.”

“I saw them assisting in the tent with the men.”

“Mrs. Heath, one of the women working in the laundry, questioned their presence, and I told her that we needed their assistance. But I’ll wager she’ll be gone by morning. The Negroes, they will stay, and they’ll get little thanks for it.”

“Reverend Cary’s congregation outside the gates—you know what they’ll say about it.”

“Yes, I know.” Dr. Bradshaw leaned over the desk and blew the sand off the page, and then closed the ledger. “Now, shall we attend to Amanda Hatch?”

Giles put his glass on the desk. “Not another bleeding.”

Bradshaw looked sternly at Giles, as though he were a schoolmaster preparing to reprimand a pupil. “You don’t believe in this method, but I maintain it’s the only way to bring about equilibrium in the humors. If I am right—and I believe there is strong evidence that I am—”

“I know, but think about it, Doctor. Impurities released from the earth—in faraway places such as a volcano in Sicily? Can this really be the cause of these epidemics that have struck American cities?”

“You must understand, Giles, the earth’s atmosphere is a complex thing. If I am right,” Dr. Bradshaw said forcefully, “if Noah Webster is right, then you had best become expert with the lancet, for you will be obliged to employ the instrument often.”

“I suspect that the cause of this fever is closer than Italy,” Giles said. “And I submit—respectfully—that when it comes to medicine, Mr. Webster is not the final, authoritative word.”

“So be it. But as I am the chief practicing physician here,” Dr. Bradshaw said, “it is my determination that Mrs. Hatch will be bled.”

“Of course, Doctor.” Giles got to his feet. “And if that’s the case, would you have any objection to my performing the procedure?”

“No.” Dr. Bradshaw studied him for a long moment. “You need the practice.”

Giles bowed slightly and went to the front of the tent, but paused before ducking out through the flap. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“What have you got against Noah Webster?” Bradshaw asked. “He’s one of the finest minds in America.”

“I have no doubt of that,” Giles said. “I only wish he would apply that mind to other endeavors—defining words, for instance. Dictionaries.”

This drew the faintest smile from Dr. Bradshaw. “It is a pity that we live in a time when a man with such broad curiosity, such Renaissance sensibilities, can go so unappreciated.”

“Certainly that is the case, Doctor, and that it is a crucial failure on my part.”

Giles stepped outside the tent, into the cooler evening air, which was filled with voices, pleading voices rising from the tents.
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That evening Leander and his father boarded up the windows. It was being done throughout the neighborhood. The sound of hammers and saws echoed through the streets. His father cut the pine boards, which Leander fastened to the window frames with square-head nails. He had been cautioned against using too many nails. Nails were precious things and his father always treated them like money. He went through each board without pausing, his strokes long and even, the pitch of the blade rising as he neared the end of the cut. There was music to the sawing, rhythm to the hammering, and they barely spoke as they worked.

It was nearly dark when they put away the ladder and tools. They went into the house and heated a barley soup his mother had made. His father hung a pot of water and vinegar over the fire, and then adjusted the chimney damper so that the room began to fill with smoke.

“I’ve heard say that this will help ward off the fever,” he said, sitting at the table.

“The smoke,” Leander said, “it stings my eyes.”

“I know.” His father would not look up from his soup bowl. “There’s another precaution I’ve taken. The rifle, it’s loaded with ball and powder.” He cleared his throat and resumed eating. “This fever drives some people mad.”

“Like Mr. Sears across the street. And Papi.”

“Yes.” His father raised his head now and stared across the table. “If I get like that, you are to use it.” He nodded toward the rifle, leaning in the corner.

Leander shook his head.

“You heed me now. It is an act of mercy, no different than putting down a mad dog.”

Leander pushed his bowl aside.

“And you finish the soup that your mother made with her own two hands.”

Slowly, Leander drew his bowl back and began to eat. “I’d like as give the Reverend Cary an act of mercy.”

For a moment Leander thought he detected a smile, but his father only continued to spoon barley and carrots into his mouth.
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Giles opened a vein in Amanda’s left forearm and allowed about a dozen ounces of blood to drain off into a pan. He was assisted by an old woman named Esther L’Amour who, when young, had been a Water Street prostitute.

“The blood, it is sizy,” she said after he had applied the tourniquet to Amanda’s upper arm. “Frothy and dark, as though something inside her has set it to boil. Maybe you should take more?” Ester had a terrible deep crevice in the right side of her face, where years ago another prostitute had taken a bite out of her cheek. The result was that her face seemed lopsided, and she talked as though she were speaking around something lodged in her mouth.

Giles wiped his lancet with a cloth and placed it in his medicine bag. “No.”

“But this girl, she is so peaceful now.”

“The bleeding has nothing to do with it. If anything, it’s only making her weaker.” He diluted some laudanum in water. “I want to see if we can get her to drink this and keep it down.”

Esther held Amanda’s head up off the pillow, and he managed to get her to drink some of the liquid without it coming back up. Her eyes were opened and she would not take them off of Giles. Her skin had turned yellow and was hot to the touch.

“Leave us,” Amanda said to Esther. “Please.”

Reluctantly, the old woman got to her feet. “There are other patients to attend to,” she said as she wrapped her shawl about her and left the tent.

“Will you try to drink a little more?” Giles picked up the glass from the small table next to the cot.

“No, it has me dreaming as it is, and I need to be clear.”

“After a short rest I thought we’d try another emetic.”

“No,” Amanda said. “No more vomiting, no drawing blood. Let me just look upon your face. I feel it drawing near. I have come to realize that I must follow Sarah, to make sure she can see her way.” She smiled weakly. “Though I will be surprised if she will be blind in heaven. He wouldn’t do that to her, would He? I just want to look into my daughter’s eyes and have her see me. She must not be alone.”

“Of course.”

“Do you remember when we used to row out into the marshes?”

He nodded.

“There was that one perfect summer’s day. The tide was low and we were concealed by the marsh grass rising well above us. We could not help ourselves.” She looked away. “And then you went back to sea.”

“I returned to the war, yes.”

“You wanted to. You needed some reason to get away.”

“It does not mean that I—”

“What, Giles?”

“Remember you sat in your dooryard and said we must not speak of this, ever.”

“My notion of ‘ever’ has changed since then. Can you tell me once? Can you say it?”

“I left, yes. I went back to the war, but it doesn’t mean that I didn’t love you.”

She studied his face as though she thought something was missing. But then she winced, gripped by pain.

Giles picked up the glass and leaned close. “Take some more.”

She didn’t resist as he held the back of her head and tipped the glass to her lips. She swallowed some of the laudanum, but most of it ran down her chin. Still there seemed a dazed release to her eyes. He eased her head down on the pillow.

“That day in the skiff, we were so drawn to each other,” she said. “I never felt such urgency. To make love like that in a rowboat, with the oars and the thwarts. Do you remember how the boat rocked?”

“Yes. It took great balance.”

“Balance, yes.” She closed her eyes and breathed slowly. Several minutes passed and there was only a shallow wheezing in her chest. “I could not wait for you—I wanted to but I could not wait for you to come back from the war. I did not bleed again. For two months I did not bleed and I knew, and I was frightened. And there was Caleb, he was so eager. And then we married.”

“I wasn’t on a privateer then, but on a navy frigate,” Giles said. “We were in Baltimore when a brigantine dropped anchor. She had Newburyporters in her crew, and we were all anxious to hear word from home. That’s how I learned that you had married Caleb Hatch, but I did not know—”

“Caleb has tried to be a good father to him, but there has always been a silence between them. Leander has been closer to my father, and I’m sure he doesn’t understand why. His father’s always stern, as though he were disappointed in the boy. It’s always baffled Leander.”

“Caleb knows,” Giles said. “And he knows it was me. It’s something in his stare.”

“I’m not surprised,” she said. “But he has always loved me in his own way. He has been a good husband, better than what I deserve.”

“You should not think that.”

“We sinned, Giles. And the worse sin is that I have never regretted it. I have often prayed for His forgiveness, but more often I have dwelt upon that afternoon in the skiff, and have sinned again and again with such thoughts.”

“Love is no sin.”

“It has filled me with such sadness and longing, and the only benefit is that I can now look forward to death.”

“Don’t think that, please. Just don’t think that.”

Suddenly, her entire body went rigid, and she arched her back off the cot. She remained that way for a few moments, and then collapsed. Giles wasn’t sure if she was still breathing. He put his fingers over her mouth, but couldn’t tell. There was a pan of water on the ground; he wrung out the cloth and gently mopped the perspiration that glazed her face.

She opened her eyes and looked at him as though she didn’t know where she was, and then another spasm gripped her, this one worse than the last, and she was taut as a board. When the seizure passed, he held the glass of water and laudanum to her lips again.


Eleven

“WELL, MY DEAR,” MIRANDA SAID. “YOU SEEM MUCH REVIVED this morning.”

Marie sat across the dining room table, dipping a wedge of toast in her soft-boiled egg. She glanced at Samuel, who muttered something in French by way of a translation. Though yesterday she had demonstrated the fact that she could speak English, this morning she had yet to utter a word of it, and Miranda gathered this to be an attempt at maintaining some control in these unfamiliar surroundings. The only thing to do was break down such resistance.

Miranda smiled pleasantly and said, “Of course, now we need to determine what is best to do with you.”

The girl rolled her eyes toward Samuel, who spoke at length in French. Her response was to point toward her tea cup, prompting Cedella to step forward with the pot.

Samuel turned to his mother and cleared his throat. “The difficulty is this damned quarantine. No one can get in or out of Newburyport at the moment.”

As Marie sipped her tea, she made some reassessment, studying Miranda as though seeking to glean an opponent’s weakness. “But, Madame,” she said, “whot dan-jour cood there be in such a fine houz?”

Miranda put her hands to her breast in a gesture of amazement. “Samuel, I believe our guest is fully recovered. Will you listen to her?”

“It’s marvelous, Grandmother,” Samuel said.

“A miracle,” Miranda countered.

“A gift,” Samuel sputtered. “God-sent.”

Miranda dropped her hands in her lap with great satisfaction and smiled. “Truly.”

The girl leaned forward. “This dan-jour is from Got?”

“No,” Miranda said. “If anything, it’s that other fellow, what’s his name?”

“Satan,” Samuel offered.

“Sa-tan?” Marie said, leaning forward further. Her dress touched the edge of her eggshell, and a bright dollop of yolk clung to the blue bodice.

“Satin,” Miranda said.

Marie puffed her cheeks in frustration. “All this English, it sounds so … stronge.”

“Satin,” Miranda observed, “requires cold water. Immediately, or else it will stain.”

Marie sat back and looked down at her dress. She appeared genuinely horrified, and raised her hands in submission.

“Cedella,” Miranda ordered.

The maid took up a clean napkin from the place that had been set for Enoch—who, Fields had reported, was still in the cupola, sleeping off last night’s Madeira—and she wetted a tip of the cloth in the water pitcher and approached Marie. The maid blushed, making the bruise on her forehead all the more livid, as she gently daubed at the stain on Marie’s dress. For her part, Marie leaned back and turned her head away as though she were submitting to an embarrassing but necessary medical procedure. Samuel looked on with dumbfounded fascination.

When the operation was finished, Cedella retreated to her position next to the hutch, while Marie gazed down at the dark wet spot as though it were blood. “I must chonge this dress immediately, but I haf nothing alz to wahr.”

“And Cedella worked so hard to have it cleaned and ready for you this morning,” Miranda said. There was, for the briefest moment, a flicker of resentment, perhaps even anger, in the maid’s dark eyes. “Cedella,” Miranda said sternly. “You will accompany our guest upstairs and help her change. Look in my wardrobe—I believe you’ll find something of mine that will do.” She smiled at Marie. “Once I too was slender, like you, and I can’t bear to throw things out. How foolish, after two husbands and bearing two children, clinging to some hope that one will miraculously become young and svelte again.”

Marie seemed genuinely baffled, and she had gazed at Miranda’s lips as though they might issue coins. Cedella stepped forward and took hold of the back of Marie’s chair.

“Go on up,” Miranda said. “Cedella will help you chonge.”

Reluctantly, Marie rose to her feet and followed the maid to the door, where she hesitated and turned around. “But, Madame, you wahr speaking of some dan-jour? The dev-eel, here in this houz?”

“Was I?” Miranda propped her chin in her palm and gazed out the window a moment in thought. “No. I believe I was only referring to your lovely satin dress. Satin. Satan.” She fixed Marie with her warmest smile. “I fear they must sound so very much the same to you, my dear.”

Samuel bolted to his feet. “Perhaps I could be of assistance and help you select the appropriate garment?” He began to rattle off in French, which seemed to be hurtful to Marie’s ears.

“Now, Samuel,” Miranda said. “Marie and Cedella are perfectly capable of accomplishing such a task without the intrusion of male opinion.”

Crushed, he sat down again.

Relieved, Marie fled from the dining room, and Cedella followed.

Outside, the day promised increasing humidity and, most likely, rain. Miranda listened to the two young women hastily climb the carpeted front stairs, and when they were on the second floor, she said, “For the time being, Samuel, you are to curb your inclinations. Understand?”

When he didn’t answer, she looked at him. He raised his eyebrows in acquiescence as he picked up the slab of ham from Marie’s plate. “I suppose it would be prudent to remain focused on our immediate problem, my father.”

“Precisely,” Miranda said. “And perhaps our guest will prove useful in this regard?”

“Well, he does seem fond of her.”

“For the same reasons you’re fond of her.”

He began gnawing on the piece of ham.
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There was a knock at the front door. Though it was morning, Leander and his father had the fire stoked, the house smoky and smelling of vinegar. His father went to the door, and when he opened it the sunlight was blinding. At first, Leander couldn’t tell who was on the stoop, but then he heard Dr. Wiggins’s voice, barely a murmur, and he went and stood behind his father.

The doctor looked terrible, worse than the evening when Leander had found him drinking at Wolfe Tavern. He squinted against the smoke pouring out the door and seemed on the verge of collapse.

“What is it?” Leander asked. His father turned around and both men stared at Leander, but neither spoke. It wasn’t necessary. “Mother, too?” Leander said.

Dr. Wiggins nodded. “I was up with her all night and it finally took her not an hour ago. I tried what I could to ease the pain. I’m sorry you could not be there, but that is not allowed.” He swayed backwards, and for a moment it appeared he was going to lose his balance and fall off the stoop into the street.

“That pit,” Leander’s father said.

“Yes,” the doctor said. “They must be buried immediately.”

“Under the circumstances, funerals must be discouraged. We must set an example.” Leander’s father hiked the blanket up about his shoulders. “Come in, Doctor.” His voice was odd. He didn’t sound like himself. There wasn’t the usual curtness to his words. When he spoke, which was seldom, he usually sounded disappointed, if not angry and offended. “Come in,” he repeated. “I can brew tea.”

Dr. Wiggins appeared reluctant, but he seemed to come to some decision and stepped through the doorway. They sat at the table before the fire and drank tea from mugs. Their faces glistened with sweat, and for minutes no one spoke.

When Leander’s father refilled their mugs, the doctor said, “The town reeks of smoke and vinegar, and many of the houses have been boarded up.”

“It’s to ward off the fever,” Leander’s father said.

“I don’t think it does anything.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t, not for certain.”

“You don’t know anything, really, about this fever.”

“That is true.”

“That Reverend Cary, he stands there on his box outside the pest-house gate and preaches about the people inside being sinners—he don’t know nothing either. Doctors, clergymen—you’re supposed to be educated men, but none of you know a damned thing.”

“I’d be lying if I said otherwise.” The doctor turned to Leander. “I heard about your grandfather drowning in the river and I am sorry.” The doctor sipped his tea then, staring straight ahead. He seemed deeply preoccupied, and Leander noticed that his eyes, reflecting the fire, were becoming increasingly fierce, almost as though he were possessed. Finally, the doctor said, “I believe it has to do with water—water and filth. I have talked with Dr. Bradshaw and Mr. Poole. We are organizing an effort to find places where there is standing water and refuse. That’s what needs to be done. We must clean up the standing water. Somehow it breeds the disease. How, I don’t know. Why it doesn’t afflict everyone, I don’t know. Some may be immune because they have survived it earlier, but why—here, for example—within one household will it strike some and not others?”

Leander’s father ran a hand over his chin, the whiskers crackling beneath his fingers. “I must help. As former constable and high sheriff, it’s my duty. I can’t sit here in this house all day. I must do something.”

“I’ll help, too,” Leander said.

His father turned to him—his eyes were moist, and Leander didn’t think it was just from the smoke. “No, Leander, you’re to stay here.”

“But I want to help.”

His father looked away.

“It’s best you remain here,” Dr. Wiggins said. “Tend to the fire. There were two houses burned to the ground overnight, I understand. People, smoking their houses like you are, they fall asleep and then their house catches fire. The entire Rutherford family over on Milk Street, they were brought to the pit this morning. We don’t even know for certain if they had the fever. Their bodies were so charred—they were just interred in the pit. So you tend to this fire and protect the house, Leander.”

Leander’s father pushed his tea mug away and stood up. “I told my son no, Doctor. No explanation is required.”

“Of course,” Dr. Wiggins said, getting to his feet. “My apologies.”

The two men left the house and Leander followed them out to the front stoop, watching them walk together down the road toward Market Square. His grandfather, his sister, and now his mother were dead, and he thought he should feel different, but he felt only resentment that he had to remain behind in the house that was empty except for smoke.
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In Market Square, Giles helped the high sheriff Thomas Poole as he organized the dozens of men who had volunteered to address the issue of standing water. There was much discussion about where to begin. Poole was of a mind that certain sections of Newburyport were beyond rehabilitation, the waterfront, in particular, and it would be a waste of time and effort to work there. His inclination was to concentrate on the North End, implying that it was populated with truly God-fearing Christians who led clean, moral lives. He bridled at the doctor’s suggestion that it was the wealthier section of town where there were more land-owning men who were qualified to vote. Ultimately, a compromise was struck, whereby the men were divided into two groups, one to work their way north from the square, and the other to move south, their shovels and picks shouldered as though they were marching off to battle.

The doctor then walked down Water Street, which meandered along the riverbank. The road was crammed with ordinaries, grog shops, boarding houses, and brothels which catered to the constant ebb and flow of sailors whose ships passed through the harbor. The neighborhood was remarkably quiet. There was little of the music and banter that usually issued from tavern doors. Occasionally, a cart or wagon would rattle by, conveying more fever victims—some alive, though prostrate, and others already wrapped in canvas or linen or, in one case, a crudely built coffin made of whitewashed clapboards.

He stopped in front of Madame Juniper’s Hotel, a two-story house with a balcony where women usually sat (when the weather was agreeable) and enticed men who passed by in the street. This balcony, commonly referred to as the Widows’ Walk, was empty, despite the fact that it was proving to be a warm day. Giles entered the lobby, where an old Indian named Joseph sat behind the desk, playing a harmonium. He was a member of the Pentucket tribe, and his eyes were shelled in a weary triangulation of creases. When he stopped playing, Giles could hear sounds from upstairs—moans, not an uncommon sound to be heard in this house, but these seemed not to be of an erotic nature.

“The Madame has more sick?” he asked Joseph.

“She cares for them all,” Joseph said. “They’s most all sick, and girls from other houses have been sent over. Madame Juniper has turned the place into a hospital.”

“You feel all right?”

“I had the fever long ago. Miss Juniper say she has never been sick a day in her life.”

The doctor climbed the stairs to the second floor. The hallway was narrow, lined with doors that ordinarily would be closed; however, now all the doors were open and the sounds of suffering coming from the rooms were all too familiar. He found Madame Juniper in the second room on the right, where there were three girls lying ill. Two occupied the bed, and the third lay on a ticking mattress on the floor. The smell was overpowering, worse than at the pest-house, where tent flaps could be thrown open to allow some passage of air.

Madame Juniper had a leather fire bucket full of black vomit. She carried it out of the room and led Giles to the back end of the hall. She was a small woman, and now in middle age had turned stout and dowdy. She herself was part Indian and she had glossy black hair, streaked with gray, which fell to the small of her back. When she reached the open window at the end of the hall, she threw the contents of the bucket out into the alley behind the house.

Turning, she looked at him with moist, tired eyes. “I told myself that when the second girl came down sick I’d start sending them up to your pest-house, but they were so afraid to go—believing it was the place that would assure their deaths. So I let them stay. And then more and more got sick, and the competition started sending their girls over, so now I’m charging a dollar a day to house sick whores.”

“How many have you lost?”

“Three. If this fever keeps up, all my girls will be killed off. Same too for the competition. Newburyport will at last be rid of sins of the flesh.” One girl began screaming, but Madame Juniper didn’t seem to hear her. “You know about the apothecaries?”

“No.”

Thankfully, the screaming ceased, descending into whimpering. Madame Juniper led Giles back down the hall. “They were robbed, I hear, during the night. All three of them.”

“I was just with Mr. Poole and some of the constabulary, and there was no mention—”

Madame Juniper looked over her shoulder, her brown face almost gleeful. “That only confirms my suspicions, my dear doctor. It’s the constables that are often behind theft and robbery in this town, and now I fear they will be emboldened by this fever. There’s talk of gangs of men roaming the streets last night. I ask you, who truly benefits from the services I offer? The high sheriff and the constables. They are sent around on a regular basis to collect payment—tithing they likes to call it, as though my girls were the congregation and the high sheriff was the reverend.” She smiled warmly. “Crime and the law go hand in hand. I have said so for years, but nobody listens to this old whore.”

“Medicine was stolen?”

“Of course, Doctor. Laudanum. Quinine. Emetics. Whatever else you might use to assist these miserable souls. My guess is that if this fever does get worse, you’ll have to apply to the high sheriff himself for medicine—at prices many times higher than … well, you understand.”

“What you say may be true of some constables,” Giles said, “but Thomas Poole, he’s an honest man. I don’t believe he’d be a part of such a scheme.”

Madame Jupiter only shrugged. “Don’t talk to me of honest men in this house.”

The girl began wailing again. From another room there came the guttural sounds of someone throwing up. Madame Juniper paused in the doorway and watched as one of her girls laid more blankets over a girl lying in bed; then after a moment, she led the doctor downstairs.

“Joseph,” she said when they reached the lobby, “please continue to play. It drowns out the sounds of their misery, and more than one of the girls has said they appreciate the music.”

Joseph began pushing the harmonium back and forth between his hands, wheezing out an approximation of “Yankee Doodle Dandy.”

Madame Juniper took the doctor by the arm and they went into the saloon, which was empty. “I conducted a little experiment,” she said, as she went behind the bar, took a bottle of rum and two glasses down off the shelf, and poured drinks. “Tell me, do you prefer to sweat someone with the fever, or do you chill them?”

Giles stood across the bar from her and gazed into the glass she had placed before him. “At the pest-house we’ve been sweating them. In part, it’s a matter of practicality. We have no means of cooling them down in such weather. On the other hand, blankets are growing scarce.”

“Just as I thought.” Madame Juniper drank off her rum and leaned her elbows on the bar. “Well, I have had a little ice from Mulgrew’s icehouse—though I’m out now. So I chilled several girls and sweated the rest.” She poured herself another dram. “This is not exactly the ideal place to conduct experiments of a scientific nature.”

Giles drank his rum, and she refilled his glass. “What were the results?”

“Hard to say. All three girls died—the two hot ones and the cold one—so you tell me what conclusion you would draw.”

“My conclusion?” Giles raised his glass. He loved the color of rum. He drank the gold liquid off. “We are all at the mercy of God.”

Madame Juniper laughed. “You’re starting to sound like the Reverend Cary.”

“Hardly. The reverend sees this as divine retribution, and he would question why any of your girls would be spared. He would condemn any intervention—yours and mine, Madame. He’d say we were doing Satan’s work, trying to save the lives of sinners who are eternally damned.”

Madame Juniper raised her glass in a toast and whispered, “To Reverend Cary.”

“Amen.”


Twelve

LEANDER REMAINED IN THE HOUSE FOR MOST OF THE DAY, stoking the fire, but the smoke became too much, and by late afternoon he was sitting on the back stoop where the air was clear. His eyes watered terribly. He expected his father to return home soon, hungry and tired, so when he heard the call of the fishmonger pushing his cart down Orange Street, he got some coins from the jar on the mantel, went out into the road, and purchased a haddock. He cleaned the fish, laying the fillets out in the iron skillet, and after preparing the potatoes and carrots for boiling he returned to the back stoop and waited. If his mother were here, she would insist that he pray—not for his losses, but for what he had: the house over his head, the meal waiting to be cooked, the cooling air of an early evening in June.

But he could not pray.

Last night, while rowing Colin Thurlow’s skiff back down-river to Joppa Flats, he had cried, and he had sworn he would never do so again. Now he realized he was through with prayer, as well. This frightened him a little. For prayer was sustenance. His grandfather had often quoted the Bible as they dug clams in Joppa Flats, his mother had insisted that they read the Bible every night, and it was always the time of day Sarah looked forward to most, for she could not go to sleep without a story.

Leander sat on the stoop staring into the dooryard until the light faded from the sky. When it was dark, he went into the kitchen and cooked the potatoes and carrots, and one fillet in butter and salt. He ate at the table, barely able to see the food on his plate for the smoke. After cleaning up, he returned to the back stoop again and watched as the first stars appeared in the night sky.

He would not cry.

And he could not pray.

But at least he could still look at the stars, the one thing his sister said she had always wanted to do.

He wondered if she could see them now.
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That night, Giles climbed the stairs to his rooms overlooking Market Square, exhausted. He and Dr. Bradshaw agreed that they would work alternate night shifts at the pest-house, which was growing in size and complexity at a startling rate. New tents, made from old sailcloth, were filling up with patients as soon as they were erected. More than two dozen people had been carted up the hill to the pit. Medicine was running low, and word of the burglaries in all three apothecaries had spread through the seaport. Clearly, these thefts were a concerted effort, suggesting a sinister intent that aroused fear and suspicion. In the late afternoon, Giles had walked downhill to the high sheriff’s office on Green Street, but no one was there except a clerk, who claimed all the constables were out working with the clean-up crews. Mr. Poole himself had gone into the North End to oversee the removal of a dead mule from a cistern.

When he returned to Market Square, Giles found an envelope under his door; it contained a single folded sheet of paper.

My Dearest Doctor Wiggins,

I respectfully request your Presence when I make a Visitation to my ship Miranda, lying at anchor under the Yellow Flag. It is my purpose to determine the Condition of my cargo, my new Horses, and the crew aboard said vessel. Please be prepared for the arrival of my Coach shortly after dawn on the morrow.

Yours, Enoch Sumner

Giles sat down at his desk, with the thought to open the bottom right-hand drawer, where he kept the bottle of rum and several glasses. But he was so tired that he merely sat there, staring down at the note, until he finally laid his head down upon his folded arms.
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Miranda lay in her bed listening to the floorboards. It was still dark out—she guessed it was another hour before dawn—and this was often the time of night when she heard stirrings about the house, as though giant mice were making mischief. The floorboards and stair treads told all. They creaked, they groaned, no matter how softly someone stepped. By ear she could chart the movements of her son, his frequent guests, and the house staff, as they moved about in the dark like some barefooted game of chess. Bed frames, too—they often protested beneath their occupants, whose passions, no matter how muted, how muffled, could not avoid expression by worrying fine joinery.

Miranda threw back her covers, knowing she could not sleep now. She donned her robe and slippers and went down to the kitchen, where she brewed a cup of tea. She arranged herself on the settle so that her feet were warmed by the last smoldering embers in the fireplace. From this vantage point she could look out a window at the courtyard. The whorls in the glass panes provided interesting distortions in the orderly pattern of cobblestones, and as dawn approached, the stable door began to change from gray to white. The courtyard was as still as a still life. If she were a painter (something she had fancied for herself when she was young), this would be her subject: courtyard cobblestones, the whitewashed boards of a stable door, all suffused with that predawn light that suggests the possibilities of a new day. And that would be her theme: anticipation. She would paint her courtyard so that the viewer would feel the quiet but powerful sense of anticipation inherent in such a scene. The horses are just beginning to awaken in their stalls, eager to be harnessed; the mourning doves lining the eaves are starting to coo; and any minute the cock will crow, formally announcing the new day. What was lacking, what kept her awake half the night, listening for the patter of clandestine footsteps, was the fact that each day seldom offered her much sense of anticipation anymore. Her daily routines were as similar as the worn cobblestones, and useless and transparent as the faded whitewash that revealed the knots in the wide pine boards of the stable door. For years she had told herself that her duty, her role, was to oversee the proper operation of the household, but the simple fact was that if she were not to do so, the Sumner manor would continue to run with relentless if imperfect efficiency.

And then she heard movement, her son’s uneven stomp as he descended the front stairs, accompanied by his hand gliding first along the banister and then the wainscot in the hall. When he pushed open the swinging kitchen door, he paused, startled to find his mother on the settle with her tea.

“Yes, well,” he announced, and cleared his throat. “Aren’t we up early.”

Miranda nodded toward the window. “I was admiring the still life of dawn.”

“Were you now? The still life.” His eyebrows tilted inward, two partners bowing in a quadrille. He gazed stupidly at the window as if he expected something, or someone, to suddenly appear there. Then, confused and a little agitated, he said, “You’re never awake at this hour.”

Her laughter rang off the iron pots hanging above the fireplace. “How would you know?”

He cleared his throat again. “Well, Mother,” he said, “you rarely make an appearance until Fields rings the bell for breakfast, and even then you often insist on having a tray brought up to your room.”

“On such days I cannot make it down the stairs—” and dramatically, she leaned back and placed a wrist across her forehead—“because I have been so thoroughly exhausted by my nocturnal passions.”

“Your what?”

“Dear, if you didn’t drink yourself into a stupor every night, you might have some idea of what goes on beneath your own vast roof.” She lowered her arm and put her teacup down beside her on the settle. “For all your revelry, you miss so much of the entertainment.”

“Entertainment?”

“Midnight assignations. Early-morning trysts. Lovers, scurrying along the hallways, ducking in and out of bedrooms. It’s transparent and, in its own way, quite innocent—like children at play.” She got to her feet, taking one more look out the window as the cock crowed.

“You duck in and out of bedrooms?”

She moved in his direction, causing him to retreat a step in defense. “Oh, no,” she said. “I find that too … prosaic. They need the poetry of the night.”

“The what?”

“It’s the maid’s folly, the cook’s compensation, this nocturnal poetry. But this is not to say that I approve. Such behavior is not to be tolerated, yet it does go on. And for the participants it’s all the sweeter for its clandestine nature.” She nodded toward the window, the courtyard now cast in the first ambient glow of sunrise. “No, I prefer more bestial entertainments.”

“Still life?”

“In my heart, there’s nothing still.” She turned and smiled up at his shocked face. “You know, like that Russian queen who has copulated with every stallion in St. Petersburg. Catherine—that’s why she’s ‘the Great.’”

Miranda lowered her head and moved forward. Enoch stepped aside, and like a matador, he swung his arm out, pushing the door open, and stood erect so that she might pass without his being gored.


Thirteen

AS PROMISED, ENOCH’S COACH PICKED UP GILES SHORTLY AFTER sunrise, and they proceeded to Sumner’s Wharf, where a skiff conveyed them downriver and into the wide basin. The Miranda sat at anchor, perched on its own image in dawn glass, her sides streaked and fouled. The constables’ two boats stood watch, one off her bow, the other off her stern.

“Sirs,” Junior Martins called from the nearest boat, “what be your purpose?”

“We are here,” Enoch answered, his voice booming across the water, “to inspect the conditions on board my ship.” When he spoke, the tassels at the ends of his enormous cocked hat danced on their golden threads.

Martins was another one of Giles’s wartime amputees—there were perhaps a dozen between Newburyport and Salisbury, to the north—and he looked at the doctor as though seeking rational explanation. “You wants to board her, sir?”

“You object, Junior?” Giles asked.

Martins glanced fearfully up at the ship. “Not iffen you think it be necessary, Doctor.”

“Has there been anything amiss?” Enoch asked.

“Amiss?” Baffled, Martins scratched the stubble on his chin with his remaining hand. “We hear barely a peep out of them all day, though at night some of them take up song. It appears they have plenty of grog on board. Doctor, remember how we used to sing when we was fightin’ the Brits?”

“I do.”

“A sweet, sad music it was.”

“We did not come out here to reminisce,” Enoch said. “We wish to proceed.”

“Certainly,” Martins said. “Don’t stay no longer than one must needs, sirs.”

Enoch gestured to his four rowers, who pulled on, bringing the skiff along Miranda’s starboard side. Giles climbed a rope ladder up to the deck, his sea-bag full of linen and medical supplies slung over one shoulder. Enoch followed, moving slowly and needing assistance over the rail at the ship’s waist. They were greeted by a man who was so short that his soiled white coat hung almost to his feet. Standing behind him was a tall, gaunt sailor with a monkey perched on his shoulder.

“That coat,” Giles said. “It belonged to Captain Frothingham, and then Captain Delacourte. What’s happened to Delacourte?”

“He quit command of the ship,” the tall sailor said. “And Mr. Love here has now assumed the duties of captain.”

“Love?” Enoch said.

“Henri Love, yes, sir,” the sailor replied. “He cannot speak being that his tongue was cut out by some savages, but he’s a first-rate sailor. I’m Mr. Juneau, First Mate, sir.” He made a bow toward Enoch.

“But where is Delacourte?” Giles insisted.

Juneau seemed perplexed. “I reckon he went over the side,” he said apologetically. “That’s what happens to most of them. The ones that die go overboard, and some that don’t simply disappear during the night to avoid your sheriff’s boats. I suspect they attempt to swim ashore, though with the current in this river they go with my prayers, sir. There’s but a handful of us left on board. Some of us have been through the fever before and seem unaffected. Still, it is a hardship being kept so long aboard an idle vessel. The rest of the crew is below decks—very ill—and they don’t tend to last long.”

“And those that die of the fever,” Giles said, “you say they go overboard, too?”

“Aye,” Juneau said. “But we wait for the ebb tide to ensure that the bodies travel downriver and out to sea. A proper resting place for a sailor, the sea.”

“The doctor here,” Enoch said, “will conduct his inspection.” He leaned on the rail, as though he would have nothing more to do with these proceedings. “And I’ve come for my horses.”

“Of course, sir,” the first mate said. “Please accompany me, Doctor.”

“I know the way, Mr. Juneau,” Giles said.

Reluctantly, Juneau stepped aside, allowing Giles to cross the deck.

He descended the companionway to the fo’castle, where he met with air dense with the smell of excrement and bile. In the dim light he could see men lying in hammocks, coughing and moaning. He moved among them, inspecting the condition of each man. They all had symptoms of the fever. There was little that could be done. Provide a drink of water. Clean the dried vomit and blood from a man’s chin. He removed his coat and opened up his sea-bag, found a barrel of fresh water, and set to work.
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Leander slept in the chair by the kitchen door, his head against the lower pantry shelf. When he awoke, his neck was stiff. He found that his parents’ bed had not been slept in and, half asleep, he went out into the dooryard, where he stripped to his waist and washed himself in the cold water from the barrel behind the outhouse.

Inside, he put on the clean shirt his mother had ironed, and he felt a pang of guilt: he had always taken those shirts, the labor of love involved, for granted. Suddenly he realized he was on his own. He could no longer expect to be told what to do. He had been told—ordered—not to leave the house until his father returned, but now in this morning light such a command had no more weight than the cold ashes that he stirred in the fireplace.

He pulled on his jacket, took the last of the bread in the kitchen, and went out the front door. As he started walking toward Market Square, seagulls clustered on shingled roofs looked down on his passage, smug and, perhaps, curious. Orange Street was empty and most of the houses were boarded up. It was as though time had stopped.
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After about an hour, Giles returned to the skiff, which then stood off from the ship as two horses were hoisted up out of the hold and lowered into the water. Enoch, his hands on his waist, bellowed commands. When the horses were in the river, they were tethered to the stern of the skiff. As the rowers began to pull, the horses swam behind, their nostrils flaring with the effort of keeping pace.

“They have been too long aboard ship,” Enoch said. “They’ve grown fat. Such exercise will be good for them.”

“Provided they don’t drown,” Giles said. They were, indeed, handsome animals, and their long powerful necks rising out of the boat’s wake gave the impression that some mythical two-headed sea monster was in pursuit.

“You know where these horses come from?” There was a note of pride in Enoch’s voice. “Monticello. They are a gift from Mr. Thomas Jefferson. We’ve conducted business over the years—everything from lumber to molasses to slaves—and this is a gesture of appreciation from the great man himself.” Enoch glanced at Giles, his eyes sly, even conspiratorial. “He is a gentleman, even if he is a Virginian. But I’ll wager that he won’t prove to be any friend to New England commerce.”

“Particularly if we engage in hostilities with Britain again someday,” Giles said.

“On that we agree. But politics bores me.” Enoch pressed close and looked him in the eye—it was a crazed, addled stare, riveting and determined. “Tell me, you have seen horses copulate?”

“Of course. Why?”

“I’m curious. From a medical standpoint, that is. The stallion’s member, when it is unsheathed and fully erect, it is a most considerable instrument, no?”

Giles tried to look away, but Enoch’s face only came closer, seeking an answer. “Is there a point to this?”

“A point, yes.” Enoch folded his arms and gazed with satisfaction toward the two horses as they swam in the skiff’s wake. Then he scratched his cheek, shooing away a fly, and his brow furrowed. “You’ve heard the stories about the late Catherine the Great, queen of Russia?”

“What stories?”

“About her amorous adventures. Certainly you’ve heard that her blood was not only royal but hot—unusually so. The woman had an insatiable appetite in the boudoir. There was a line of counts and dukes outside her door. By God, I would love to have met such a woman. And it went beyond the bedroom, apparently.”

“It did?”

“My dear half-brother, really.” Enoch nodded toward the horses, which were now snorting with great effort as they swam after the boat. “You must have heard that she was fond of some rather unorthodox practices, some of which took place in the royal stables.”

Giles now turned and looked back at the two stallions. The sound coming from them was rhythmic and bestial, sensual in its own way; it suggested the enormous capacity of their lungs, their prowess and stamina.

His brother removed his cocked hat, almost as a reverential tribute, and whispered, “Honestly, does it not stir the imagination?”
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Leander spent the morning walking through the North End. Looking downhill, he could see the shipyard, closed due to the quarantine, where several unfinished hulls sat on the blocks, their exposed ship’s knees resembling the skeletons of some ancient beasts that seemed to have washed up on the riverbank.

On Broad Street he found a group of men filling in a swampy culvert. The constable in charge sat in the shade of a willow, fanning himself with his tricorn hat.

“I’m looking for my father, Caleb Hatch,” Leander said.

“Ain’t seen him,” the constable said.

One of the men stopped pulling at the mud with a hoe. “He was in Market Square this morning. Took a team of men to work—a block over on Tyng Street.”

“Thank you, sir.”
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Miranda came out into the courtyard when the coach arrived. Enoch ignored her, as he often did, and gave orders to the stable boys regarding the horses. The two new stallions were stunningly handsome, and she approached one as it was being led into the stable, until Enoch said, “Please, Mother, exercise a little restraint.” His laugh had always irritated her.

She wheeled around, clutching her skirts, and started back toward the kitchen door, but stopped when she saw Giles climb down from the coach. “My dear Doctor,” she said. “You look exhausted. If you do not rest, you too will be a victim of this epidemic.” She turned to Cedella, who was standing in the kitchen doorway, and said, “Well, prepare him a bath.”

[image: img]

There was no work crew on Tyng Street, though there were clear signs that they had filled in culverts of standing water. Leander found a pewter cup lying in the middle of the road. A little farther on, a candle snuffer. And then a plate. A girl’s poppet, with no head. A broken glass goblet. He followed this trail for a block until it went off the road, through a broken wooden gate, and up the steps to a front door, which was standing wide open. An old woman sat on the threshold, holding what appeared to be a chair leg in her lap. The side of her face was red and swollen.

“Ma’am, are you all right?”

She straightened up, raising the chair leg as though it were a club. “Don’t you come near,” she called. “There’s nothing left worth taking anyhow.”

“Can’t I help?”

“Help?” Now she lowered the chair leg, snorting. “Oh, that’s fine. Where were you when them boys was here?” She nodded toward the house next door. “Last night they cleaned out Betsy’s dining room next door and had the gall to come back for more early this morning.”

“How many?”

“Four, five.”

“You know who they are?”

“They’re not from the North End, I can tell you that. North Enders do not pillage in times of misfortune.” She studied him a moment. “You’re not from round here.”

“No, I’m not.”

“From across the river, Amesbury or Salisbury?”

“No, Ma’am. Orange Street.”

“Below Market Square—that’s bad enough.” She waved him away with her hand. “Move on. If my husband were still alive, your arse would be full of birdshot, but they stole his gun, too. Now leave me be.” Wearily, she got to her feet, went into the house, slamming the door behind her.
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Giles had dozed off in the iron tub, so he was startled when the door opened and Marie entered the small, steamy room.

“Monsieur,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I wish only to say merci for your most kindness earlier.”

“You’re most welcome,” he said as he shifted his legs so that his knees were beneath the suds and water. “You look as though you’re feeling better.”

“I am, how you say, feet as the feed-dle?”

“Fiddle,” he said.

“Fid-dle. Better?”

“Much.”

“I wish to know how I must to repay you.”

“No compensation is required.”

Marie came toward the tub, pushing up the sleeves of her dress. “I might to wash your back and shoulders, no?” She picked up the washcloth draped over the side of the tub.

“Now, there’s fair compensation.” Giles leaned forward as she knelt behind the tub and began to run the hot cloth over his shoulders. “I paid a visit to the Miranda this morning,” he said. “The crew is very ill.”

“I had this fever, in the Caribbean.” Her hands were gentle yet thorough. “The first winter after I leave France I nearly die from the chills. It is most horrible, no?”

“It is. More will die here before it passes.”

“Your hair,” she said. “I must to wash it.”

“I would be most grateful.”

As her fingers began kneading his scalp, she said, “You have been to the Caribbean?”

“During the war,” he said. “The air—I recall how it could be hot and moist, like this steam, and it has the power to open up the skin.”

“Yes, and the country was so green and loosh.”

“Lush.”

“Lash.” She laughed as she picked up a small bowl from the floor next to the tub; she dipped it in the suds as though she were going to scoop up his genitals. “Close eyes, s’il vous plaît.” Which he did as she poured hot water over his head, rinsing his hair. “The sheep, Miranda,” she said. “It will stay at the anchor in the river?”

“As long as it’s under quarantine.” He opened his eyes and looked at her through long strands of wet hair clinging to his face. Her face was coated with the slightest sheen of moisture, and her skin had turned a pleasant rose color. “Why?”

She looked away, taking a towel off the chair beside the tub. “This sheep, it is very stronge. The crew, they.…” She stood up and draped the towel over his head.

“What about the crew?” He lifted the towel off his face so he could see her.

“There was the captain—Captain Frothingham—he was a good man, but he has many enemies on board.” She stood with her hands on her hips, gazing down at him with an assessing eye. “Tell me, Doctor, will you inspect the sheep again?”

“Most likely. What is it about the ship?”

She turned her head toward the light from the window and seemed to have come to some conclusion. “Nothing,” she said. “I am joost curious, and I think I remain here too long. Someone might think it is, how do you say, in pro-pear for me to see a man in a tub of the bath?”

“The word is ‘improper.’”

“Oui,” she said as she went to the door. “And this is a very improper houz.”

“It’s my brother’s doing.” He began toweling his hair. “But you have had some experience in bathing men, no?”

“Doctor, I have washed the royalty in France.” As she raised the door latch, she looked over her shoulder, offering a complicit smile. “And I have to make this great discovery. They have heads and backs, and even the derrière—just the same as you.”

“Welcome to America, Marie.”
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Leander heard a scream, the voice of a girl coming from behind the house to his right. He ran into the yard, down the side of the house, and entered the yard, where several boys were standing outside a shed, looking in the open doorway. They were all younger and smaller than he was, and when they saw him they scattered, some scrambling over the fence into the next yard. There was one boy inside the shed, and a girl of about twelve struggled in his arms. She wore a soiled nightgown that was torn away at one shoulder. She screamed again when she saw Leander, who reached through the door and pulled the boy out into the yard by his shirt. Leander vaguely recognized the boy, though he couldn’t remember from where, some game perhaps that had been played up on the Mall. The boy had been drinking—the smell of rum came off him—and he wasn’t very steady on his feet. Plus, his trousers were unbuttoned and they began to fall down about his hips. He took a swing at Leander, which was easy to dodge. Leander shoved him hard with both hands, and he fell to the ground. The boy got to his feet, a rock in one fist, and held up his pants with his other hand.

“All right, come on,” Leander said.

The boy seemed to reconsider and, backing away, dropped the rock. He pointed at Leander, saying, “You’re Hatch, ain’t you? We’ll remember you.” He retreated toward the back fence and climbed over with difficulty, his pants falling enough to expose his pale buttocks.

Leander listened to the boys run off, shouting and cursing at him, and then he turned to the girl, who was crouched inside the doorway of the shed. “You all right?”

She was crying, her tears streaking the dirt on her cheeks. “My ma and pa, they sent me here to my aunt’s, but she’s gone—they’ve all gone to the pest-house.”

Leander went to the door and reached inside, but the girl withdrew, clutching her torn nightgown to her shoulder. “It’s all right,” he said. He removed his jacket and offered it to her. “Put this on, and we’ll go to the pest-house. See what we can find out about them.”

The girl eyed him warily, but then she took the jacket and pulled it on as she stepped outside the door. She was barefoot, and as they walked out to the street her thin fingers took hold of his right hand.
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After being bathed and fed, Giles took his leave from his brother’s house in the late afternoon. He went out the front gate and saw Leander walking up High Street, holding the hand of a young girl.

“We are going to the pest-house,” Leander said, “to see if we can locate her family. And my father, he did not return home last night. I’ve been searching for him all day.”

Giles looked at the girl, who would not return his stare. “What is your name?”

It was as though he had not spoken.

“She says nothing,” Leander said. “Some boys—they frightened her.”

“I see,” Giles said. “Well, let’s get ourselves to the pest-house.”

They walked down High Street and found that hundreds of people were gathered around the pond at the Mall. They stood in clusters, staring toward smoke rising above the pest-house. A crowd—larger than the day before—was gathered just outside the gates, and Reverend Cary was again going on about the sins of the afflicted. But today he was not alone on his small wooden stage. Dr. Wilberforce Strong was next to him, his hands clasped over his girth, nodding agreement to everything the reverend shouted at his audience.

A woman came away from the crowd and approached the girl standing between Giles and Leander. “Louisa?” the woman gasped, as she squatted down in front of the girl. “Louisa, we thought you were in there with your family. You’ve been saved.” She stood up and turned toward Reverend Cary. “Look, she’s been saved!”

The crowd cheered and applauded, and the reverend raised his arms to the sky. “Let us give thanks!” he shouted. He fell to his knees, as did the crowd, and they began to pray. The woman took Louisa by the hand—looking scornfully at Giles and Leander—and led the girl toward the stage. Though the girl looked over her shoulder, the woman drew her on, until they were absorbed into the crowd. As they got to their feet, they began to sing a hymn, and there were women in the crowd who were weeping with joy.

Giles touched Leander on the upper arm and they approached the pest-house gate.

“You can’t come in,” he said to the boy. “I will inquire about your father. You go on home and I’ll let you know if we have any word of him.” Leander looked toward the pest-house, uncertain. “Go on now,” Giles said. “Go on home.”

Reluctantly, Leander started back across the Mall toward High Street. Giles went to the gate, which one of the guards opened, and as he was admitted inside the pest-house, the hymn ended.

And then Dr. Strong bellowed, “Yes, Giles Wiggins, go to them! Give alms to the sinners! Offer them false salvation!”

Giles paused and looked back across the top of the wooden gate. He recognized many of the people in the crowd; they were tradesmen and shopkeeps, and many of the women had often greeted him on the streets or from their yards as they hung laundry or tended their gardens. In the past they had sought his assistance, urged him to come into their homes and care for someone in the family who was injured or ill, but now their faces seemed transformed by a self-righteous hostility.


PARTIV

Love and Larceny


Fourteen

WHILE A GREAT FEAST WAS BEING SERVED IN THE DINING ROOM, Miranda and Samuel slipped down the back stairs and into the courtyard. Music—a fiddle, a cello, and the harpsichord—poured from the open windows of the house. Miranda didn’t know how many times she’d insisted that her harpsichord not be touched, but tonight she was too distressed by the heat to confront the revelers.

“Fewer people are attending these festivities,” Samuel said.

“And what’s his response? More sumptuous meals, more extravagant occasions.”

“Demented and defiant,” Samuel said, taking her arm. “As though there were no epidemic.”

“Imagine the cost of tonight’s festivities.” She pulled her arm free from his grasp and left the courtyard, walking out into the vast garden that ran off beyond the stable. The full moon cast a milky blue light on the path. “If it keeps up, he will spend everything. His guests think your father’s wealth is limitless. And well they should, the way he carries on. But I have seen the counting-house books. He has substantial debts, and now, with this quarantine, the shipyard’s closed and the cargo he has sitting at anchor cannot be off-loaded. Other than what slips ashore by stealth—French ‘royalty,’ I’m sure! And stallions from Mr. Jefferson!”

Samuel was trying to keep up. He was breathing heavily as he stumbled behind her; branches that she easily pushed aside swung back in the path, striking him full force in the face. When she sat on the small marble bench by the fish pond, he collapsed beside her, winded. He unfurled a handkerchief and mopped his face and neck.

“If you were a real man, you would challenge your father’s aberrant behavior.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Something traditional and honorable would be appropriate. Perhaps umbrage taken at some small insult, leading to a duel.”

“A duel? With my own father?”

“Why not? Does he not challenge your honor daily?”

“Well, yes, but a duel—to the death? With what?”

“If I were a man, the rapier would be my choice. It’s dignified, and it has great tradition. Though it would require fitness and finesse.” Samuel was silent. “But you do have some experience with firearms, my dear, so I expect pistols would have to do. Besides, your father is a terrible shot, thanks to a near perpetual state of inebriation.”

Samuel folded up his handkerchief and tucked it away inside his frock coat. “So you would like me to challenge Father to a duel, at dawn.”

“His sorry condition at dawn would be your best insurance.”

“It would be simpler if he contracted this damned fever.”

“In this house, where every surface is scrubbed?” Miranda asked. “I doubt it. This is High Street, not some waterfront hovel.”

“I suppose you have a point,” Samuel said meekly.

Laughter came across the garden, and they saw in the moonlight a woman running through the apple orchard, chased by a man. The couple disappeared in the grape arbor, amid the rustling of bushes.

“This wanton behavior, it’s detestable.” Samuel looked as though he was preparing himself for another scolding. “At your age,” she said, “a certain deviance is natural. Your father should have gotten over the need for such diversions long ago. But no, and the result is that our family is in jeopardy.” She glanced at Samuel, who was clearly relieved that her wrath wasn’t directed at him. “One has to learn to view a situation objectively, Samuel. Even when it comes to members of one’s own family—indeed, it’s all the more important when it comes to that, to the survival of family. That man is a threat. He’s willing to squander everything for the sake of his petty bacchanalian pleasures.”

Samuel nodded in whole-hearted agreement.

“Don’t deceive yourself—you’re very much your father’s son. You’re headed down the same path, which will only lead to your own demise and familial oblivion. Do you understand me?”

Again, he nodded, though this time with grave intent. “I’m the future,” he said.

She patted his hand, but only briefly. “I’m afraid you’re all we’ve got.”

They sat together in silence for some time, until Miranda stood up and began walking back toward the house. “The ideal situation would be if your father were the one to insist on a duel. And for that, we would need … we need a cause. An incident. Something that he simply could not tolerate.”

“What could that be?” Samuel asked.

There was another giggle from the grape arbor.

Miranda gathered up her skirts and walked more vigorously toward the house. “Oh, I suppose something like a duel is out of the question, or maybe I should say out of character—meaning that it’s not a viable solution to men who possess none.”

“None what?”

“Character, dear. Character.”
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Leander was walking down Fruit Street when he first noticed a column of smoke angling into the evening sky. After a moment he began to realize its source, and he started to run. Turning the corner into Orange Street, he found several of the constables trying to control a crowd that had gathered to watch as flames engulfed his house. There was no effort to douse the flames—it was too far gone—but neighbors had formed lines where buckets were passed so that water could be thrown on the houses nearby, in an effort to keep the fire from spreading.

Within an hour, the fire leveled the house. At one point Leander saw a flock of chimney swifts, small birds that tended to dart about in the last light of day, burst into flames as they glided high above the burning house. Dozens streaked across the sky, their flapping wings aglow, as they descended in an arc toward the ground. When the post and beam structure collapsed in on itself, there were gasps from neighbors, while children applauded with delight. Finally, once there was nothing left but a smoking pile of charred timbers around a brick chimney, the crowd began to disperse. Some looked at Leander with wary, accusing eyes, as though he were somehow responsible for the fire. No one offered him assistance.

Then Mr. Poole and several more constables arrived on horseback. They searched through the rubble, putting out the last flames with leather buckets of water. There was suddenly great confusion, several of the men talking and yelling to one another. Leander wanted to approach the house, but one of the constables held him by the arm, almost as though he were a prisoner. Repeatedly, he would say things like, “You don’t wants to be goin’ in there, boy,” and “Easy, there’s nothing to be done now.”

But there was something about the fire that had caught the constables by surprise, and for a long time they huddled about Mr. Poole, until he finally walked over to Leander, looking solemn and grim.

“I’ve got bad news, son,” he said, taking Leander by the arm and walking him farther away from the house. Two of the constables were right behind them. “I understand you’ve been looking for your father all day.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Poole stopped and looked back toward the house. “I’m afraid he was in there.”

Leander took a step toward the house, but the constables caught him by both arms.

“No use,” Mr. Poole said. “He’s gone.”

“You can’t hardly recognize him,” one of the constables said. “The smoke, it must have overtaken him, and he just couldn’t get out in time.”

After this various men talked to Leander. They tended to hold him by an arm. At one point he was offered a drink of water. Suddenly he became nauseous and so dizzy that he sat down on the ground.

When his father’s body was carried out of the smoldering house, it was placed in a wagon. Leander got to his feet. The body was small and black, and it gave off a powerful charred smell. There were teeth visible in the skull. After a moment, Leander backed away. No one touched him now. They just stared at him.

“He gave me instructions,” he said. “Before he left the house he said I was to stay and tend to the fire. But he didn’t return. I waited, but he didn’t return. So in the morning I went looking for him, only to find him … here.”

Mr. Poole stepped toward him.

“How did this fire start?” Leander was hoarse from all the smoke. “Tell me that!”

“Newburyport is built of wood, son. You know how often we have fires.”

“But the ashes in the fireplace, they were cold when I left the house.”

“It only takes one ember sometimes.”

“I’m certain they were cold. I stirred them to be sure.”

Mr. Poole himself seemed at a loss, until he said, “Because of this fever, many houses are being smoked. Whether it really wards off the fever, I can’t say. It could have been an ember, just a single ember come adrift in the air. Lord, there’s no reason to this—to any of this. I wish I could tell you otherwise, Leander.” Cautiously, he took another step closer. “But I can assure you of one thing. We will find you a place to stay.”

Leander shook his head.

“You don’t have to be all on your own,” Mr. Poole said.

The constable reached out and took hold of Leander by the shoulder, a kindly gesture. Leander shrugged the hand off and backed away. “Just leave me be.”

When Mr. Poole stepped closer this time, it was as though he were approaching a wary animal.

Leander shouted, “No!”

He sprinted down Orange Street and ran all the way to Joppa Flats, where he let himself into his grandfather’s house. He sank into the rocking chair by the window and stared out at the Merrimack, its dark currents running swiftly down to the sea.
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Toward midnight, Giles found Dr. Bradshaw in his tent, hunched over his ledger.

“Giles, please,” Dr. Bradshaw said, gesturing toward the empty stool. He poured some rum into a glass and placed it on the edge of the desk. “You look as exhausted as I feel.” He drank down the contents of his own glass, refilled it, and picked up his quill once again. “As of this evening,” he said, studying his ledger, “we have admitted seventy-eight people to the pest-house. We have buried thirty-one souls. Nine men, twelve women, and ten children. And tomorrow, who knows? Perhaps another dozen?”

“More, I suspect,” Giles said. “And my medicine bag is depleted. I’m nearly out of anything that might prove useful.”

“Yes, we’re almost out of emetics.” Dr. Bradshaw straightened up, removing his reading glasses, looking perturbed. He took a slip of paper from the pocket of his waistcoat and dropped it on the corner of the desk. “A messenger delivered this earlier this evening.”

Giles picked up the paper, unfolded it, and read:

Sirs, it has come to our attention that certain medicines and supplies are required by the pest-house. It is our desire to assist you in your courageous efforts as best we can. Therefore, we propose to discuss with you the means by which you may be provided with some necessary and sundry items. Our humble representative would be pleased to entreat with you tomorrow evening. Wolfe Tavern, seven o’clock.

Yours, Concerned Citizens of Newburyport

“Same as during the war, you see?” Bradshaw said. “Public disasters always bring out the profiteers.”

“We could inform the high sheriff,” Giles said, “but that would only scare our ‘concerned citizens’ off, and we’d be left with nothing. I’ll wager that some of the constables are behind the thefts at those apothecaries.”

Bradshaw nodded. “If they didn’t do it themselves, it’s probable that such activities were condoned. Everybody gets a cut. So I’ve already sent word to Jeremiah Storrs, hoping that he, and perhaps some of the other wealthy High Street shipbuilders, might be willing to finance a transaction for the public benefit.”

“That’s assuming they’re aren’t behind this scheme themselves.”

“True.” Bradshaw drank off his rum. “Much of the wealth of this town was earned from privateering during the war—activities which we now treat with all due patriotic respect. But the fact is that Letters of Marque was nothing more than piracy, underwritten by the government of these United States.” He smiled; a rare thing. “Odd, but that phrase still doesn’t roll off the tongue with grace or conviction: the United States.”

“Maybe it will, someday, though I’m skeptical.” Giles finished his rum and placed his glass on the desk. He began to get to his feet, but Dr. Bradshaw fixed him with a stare that caused him to settle on the stool once again. “There’s something else, Eli?”

Bradshaw cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t suppose you heard about the fire.”

“No, I haven’t.”

“It was on Orange Street. The Hatch place. Evidently, Caleb was inside. He didn’t make it out.” Dr. Bradshaw pursed his lips by way of apology. “I would have informed you earlier, but, well, we’ve both been hard at it.”

Giles had to lean forward and place his elbows on the desk for support, while a vile tremor coursed through his intestines. Caleb Hatch. Giles’s connection to the man had always been tenuous, yet curiously intimate—strange to know things that are essential to another man’s life, dark knowledge that could never be shared. Giles inhaled deeply, and as he breathed out, “What about the boy, Leander?”

“No, he’s all right, I hear,” Bradshaw said.

“You’re sure?”

“Hm, yes. Remarkable. He’s the only one left in that entire family. Makes you wonder whether he’s blessed or cursed.”


Fifteen

THE TIDE WAS OUT, AND JOPPA FLATS GLISTENED IN THE moonlight as Leander rolled his trousers above his knees and walked toward the river, his bare feet sinking up to his ankles into cold muck, and when he was a good ways from the beach he stood still because there was no wind and it was perfectly silent, so he listened carefully, as his grandfather had taught him, You can hear them breathing and that’s how you find them, while chimney swifts flew overhead, looking like cigars with short wings, until out over the river they burst into flames and dropped into the water with a hiss that accompanied the soft whistles and sighs rising up out of the muck, causing him to fall to his knees and dig frantically with his hands, the smell of the mud deep and rich, but there were no hard clamshells, even though he could hear them, their voices becoming louder, and he crept forward, raking his fingers through the muck, and as water pooled about his knees eels slithered past his forearms while in the distance dogfish barked, but directly below him there was still the sound of breathing, getting louder, calling his name, it seemed, and he dug faster, until he was up to his elbows and something grabbed him, Sarah’s tiny hands, her surprisingly strong, cold fingers entwined with his, pulling him down into the muck.

Leander opened his eyes with a scream. He watched Dr. Wiggins, who had been standing over him, take a step backwards.

“You must have been dreaming,” the doctor said.

“Where are they?”

“They?”

Leander couldn’t answer.

“Nightmares, I should say.” The doctor went to the window; the sun was rising above Plum Island, spreading gold across the river basin. “After I saw what happened to your house, I knew you’d come down here. I’m sorry about your father.” He turned around, but Leander didn’t want to look at him—it was asking too much.

Leander got up from the rocking chair, annoyed. “I’ve nowhere else to go.”

“You can’t stay here.”

“Papi did. I’ll work the flats at low tide, sell my haul from door to door.”

“It’s a pretty thought, but it wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“You aren’t yet twenty. You have a life to live.”

“For how long? My mother and sister are gone. My grandfather. My father now. I’ll live by the tides and dig clams out of Joppa until it’s my turn. Lots of Newburyporters live by the tides. You know it’s an honorable life.”

The doctor looked tired, as though he hadn’t slept all night.

“Do you know my grandfather never owned a clock?” Leander said. “A fact he was proud of, too. He said he lived only by the tides. High and low water here on the Merrimack—that was true time. It was all he needed.” Leander stared out the window a moment, watching the light on the river. “If only this fever would pass. Few people will buy clams now—they’re afraid to open their doors.”

“It will pass,” the doctor said.

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s like time has stopped,” Leander said. “The water rises and falls, but it doesn’t matter. These are quarantine tides. Water moves, but nothing changes. But I will stay here, where I belong.”

“No, it won’t do, not for you. Listen to me, I borrowed a horse,” he said. “Come with me. I have an idea.” He turned to Leander and appeared to have suddenly hit upon a great realization. “I’ll bet you’re hungry.”

Leander didn’t answer, and it seemed a concession which satisfied the doctor, who went outside and mounted his horse. Leander followed him but paused in the doorway. “Where will you take me?”

“My brother’s house. I’ll arrange things. I’ll talk to my mother—she runs the house. You’ll start working in the stable, or perhaps the garden. You’ll have a place to sleep and plenty to eat. There may be an opportunity for advancement. This is what your mother would want. I don’t know what to tell you except you’ve got to take care of yourself.” The doctor shifted in his saddle, causing leather to creak. “Eventually, if you’d prefer, you might apprentice yourself to one of the tradesmen. Or perhaps go to sea, though I wouldn’t recommend that.”

Leander gazed out at Joppa Flats. “Working the clam beds was good enough for Papi.”

“That may be. But not for you.” Leander raised his head—the sun was behind the doctor, so it was difficult to see his face. “Now come on—we’ll go up to High Street and get you situated.”

The large bay did have a good sheen to her coat and for some reason Leander found this reassuring. He climbed up on the horse, swung his leg over, and settled in behind the doctor on the horse’s broad haunch. Next to the stink of low tide, he’d always loved the smell of a horse.

[image: img]

Miranda received Giles and the boy in the parlor. There was a peace and quiet to the house that reminded her of the calm that follows a nor’easter. The previous night’s festivities had carried on until first light, when most of the revelers left, helped into their carriages by footmen, while others simply collapsed in hallways and staircases. All morning the sound of snoring came from different quarters of the house.

“It’s our young hero,” Miranda said to the boy standing next to Giles. “Didn’t you pull our French guest out of the river?”

The boy looked about uncomfortably. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“This is Leander,” Giles said.

“Leander the hero, yes, of course,” Miranda said.

She turned to Giles. “Well, he looks strong. We can always use another boy out in the stables. Though I suppose he’ll eat more than he’s worth.” She put her tea cup in its saucer and made a little shooing motion with the back of her hand. “All right, Leander, you should find Mr. Fields in the kitchen, and he will get you set up.” The boy bowed, and, backing up, he bumped into the door. “Do watch where you’re going,” she said.

“Sorry, Ma’am.” He disappeared into the hall.

“If he breaks anything, Giles, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

“Of course.” He hadn’t touched his sherry. “I do appreciate this.”

“Why have you taken such an interest in him?”

He looked away, toward the window.

“Yes, well, it is curious. He reminds me.…”

“What, Mother?”

“No, nothing, it’s nothing. Sometimes I just imagine these things.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Now I’d like you to do me a favor.” Giles turned his head and stared at her. “Our French belle, Marie,” she said. “She’s taken to bed again, I’m told. I just hope it hasn’t anything to do with this fever. We’ve been so lucky thus far. This epidemic seems to have avoided High Street, though I’m told that one of the Larabees’ maids may be down with it—but then she has family that live down by the river.”

Giles got to his feet and Miranda saw it in his face, that eagerness that a man reveals when he is given an opportunity to see a woman who has caught his fancy. “I’ll look in on Marie, of course.”

“Yes, you do that,” Miranda said. “She’s in the same bedroom. Just take care not to trip over Mr. Bream, who’s sleeping on the floor at the top of the stairs. You know I believe he dreams in couplets. I heard him talking in his sleep earlier, and he was making up rhymes—‘litigious’ with ‘fastidious,’ ‘Greek’ with ‘meek,’ ‘stoic’ with ‘heroic’—that sort of thing.”
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Giles entered Marie’s bedroom and found her fast asleep. He went to the window overlooking the garden that ran along the side of the house, where his mother was giving animated instructions to several maids who were working in the flower beds. She now wore a straw hat with an enormous broad brim and from this height resembled a mushroom in a blue dress.

When he turned from the window, Marie was staring at him. Her arms lay on top of the counterpane and her dark hair was spread in disarray on the pillow.

“You are not feeling well again?”

She moved her head from side to side. “I hurt,” she whispered as she placed a hand over her stomach, “here.”

There was a straight-back chair in the corner, which he placed next to the bed. He sat down and took the counterpane and linen sheet and drew them down to her knees. She was wearing a white nightgown with a small yellow silk bow pressed flat between her breasts.

“Please, allow me,” he said, and then he put his hands on her torso, feeling the soft area between the two halves of her rib cage. Moving lower, he pressed repeatedly, waiting for her to give a start when he located the pain. “I feel nothing unusual,” he said. His fingers ventured lower to the soft depression around her navel.

All the while Marie’s eyes stared at the ceiling. “Lower,” she said.

“The intestines,” he said.

“Perhaps it can be this food?” she said. “Horrible, except sometimes the feesh.”

He continued to examine her, his fingers probing through her nightgown, but he couldn’t locate the source of discomfort. Each time he moved his hand she would shake her head slowly.

Finally, he said, “If you’ll forgive me.”

She nodded her consent.

He looked away toward the foot of the bed as he lifted her nightgown and placed his hand on the warm skin of her abdomen; then he moved his hands down, pausing when there was a tangle of fine pubic hair beneath his fingers. She shifted on the bed and parted her thighs, allowing his hand to slide between her legs. An odd moment passed where they both seemed dismayed. Giles stared at the heap of blankets covering her legs, and as he was about to withdraw his hand he felt her fingers clutch the sleeve of his coat, holding his arm in place. Ever so slightly she shifted her hips, pressing herself against his fingertips. Nothing happened; they maintained their awkward tableaux, while from outside came the sound of metal implements turning the garden soil. When Marie moved again he felt a barely perceptible lifting against his fingers. He kept perfectly still. He was both frightened and elated. Her breathing became audible and her hand became painfully tight about his arm. She let out a groan so suddenly that it startled him, and then a series of small, restrained convulsions overtook her entire body. She gasped for breath now, and finally she released a protracted moan, a sound that seemed to emerge from the depths of her being, painful but also liberating. She then relaxed, settling back into the feather bed, the tension going out of her completely.

When she let go of his arm, he removed his hand. Her moist scent was on his fingers, cooling in the air.

He cleared his throat. Turning toward her, he saw that her face was flushed.

“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I am overworked, and I—”

“Merci,” she whispered. “I am much better, Doctor.”

He stood up and placed the chair in the corner. His legs were shaking.

“Please to come back again,” she said.

“If that is your desire.”

She nodded her head as she closed her eyes. “Oui.”

[image: img]

Samuel entered the garden, causing Miranda to look up from the rose bush she had been pruning. He walked with an awkward urgency and said something in French which she didn’t understand, but it wasn’t necessary. He gazed down at Cedella, who was pulling up weeds.

When Giles came into the yard, Samuel wandered off toward the apple orchard, whistling “Yankee Doodle Dandy.”

“You have discovered the problem?” Miranda said, snipping a thorny vine.

“I think so. It isn’t anything serious.”

“And you’ve administered the cure?”

“Hardly,” Giles said, and then he coughed into his fist. He sounded chagrined, distracted. Miranda sat back on her haunches and looked up at him. “But for the moment she’s comfortable,” he said, “and I think she should sleep now. Perhaps for dinner, no meat. Some fish, if possible.” The way he gazed about the garden he might have been looking for a place to hide. Perspiration glistened on his forehead.

“Doctor, you look … exhausted. Are you all right?”

After clearing his throat again, he said, “I must return to the pest-house.” It was more of an announcement, as though the rows of flowers and the maids tending to them awaited his decision.

Miranda wanted to smile: so many flowers and so much femininity renders a man powerless, spent. “I trust you’ll look in on our patient again?” she asked.

“If need be. And I will bring my medicine bag.”

“Very well.” Miranda dropped her pruning shears in the pocket of her gardening apron and peeled off her gloves. “And don’t worry about the boy. We’ll put him to work. He looks like he has a strong back.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

“These are difficult days in Newburyport,” she said. “It’s the least we can do for one who has been visited by such misfortune.” She started across the yard. “Now, I’ll talk to the cooks about fish for dinner, and perhaps you’ll pay a visit to your dear, aging mother again soon?” She didn’t wait for a reply.


Sixteen

ROGER DAVENPORT SAT, AS USUAL, ON HIS STOOL JUST INSIDE the doorway at Wolfe Tavern. “I’m to inform you two kind sirs that you are expected upstairs.”

“Thank you, Roger,” Dr. Bradshaw said, and he led Giles through the tavern. The low-beamed room wasn’t as crowded as it ordinarily would be on an early summer evening. The men who were standing along the bar and seated at tables and in booths all regarded the two doctors with expressions that were wary at best, fearful at worst. They were merchants and farmers mostly, men who had known Bradshaw and Giles their entire lives. Some nodded cordially, but they all shared a reluctance to venture beyond a formal greeting. These were, after all, doctors, and too often the clergy in Newburyport had railed from their pulpits about the unholy contrivances of such men: scientists tampered with fate; they conspired to thwart God’s hand. And yet there was in the eyes of some of the men a look of guilt because many of them would, if so induced, confess that there had been occasions when they had sought the services of one of these doctors, when a baby was suffering from the ague, or a pregnant wife was feeling poorly.

Bradshaw and Giles climbed the creaking, winding stairs to the second floor and entered the first room off the narrow hallway. The man seated at a scarred oak table was about sixty years old, with an enormous white beard and eyes that were a piercing china blue. He was dressed as though to attend Sunday meeting—black frock coat, white shirt, waistcoat of a rather elegant gray, and a broad-brimmed felt hat. One hand held the bowl of a long-stemmed pipe, the other a glass of rum. There was on the table a decanter of rum and two tumblers. He did not offer his hand, but proceeded to pour rum into both glasses.

As they sat down across from him, Bradshaw glanced at Giles, his expression confirming that he too did not recognize the man.

“Gentlemen,” the man said as he placed a glass in front of each of them, his voice soft yet direct. “My name is Uriah Clapp and I have been asked to represent a certain party which, for reasons of privacy and decorum, wishes to remain anonymous.”

“You’re not from Newburyport, Mr. Clapp,” Bradshaw said.

“No, Doctor, at the behest of my clients I traveled up from Boston.”

Giles said, “And little trouble getting through the guards stationed out on the turnpike.”

“They wanted to turn me away,” Mr. Clapp said, smiling around the stem of his pipe, “but I managed to persuade them with the import of my mission.”

Giles began to pick up his tumbler, but then reconsidered. Clapp watched his hand as he put the glass back on the table and pushed it toward the decanter. “You represent thieves,” Giles said. Next to him Bradshaw shifted, causing his chair joints to creak. “And local thieves, at that,” Giles insisted. “Men who don’t have the nerve to meet us face to face. Men who will let their own neighbors suffer and die until they make their profit.”

“Giles,” Bradshaw said. “We’ve come to hear this man’s proposal.”

“No,” Giles said. “They bring in this, this Boston man and they expect us to sit and drink with him in a civil fashion as though we were discussing the going price of fluke and flounder. I say we should take Mr. Clapp straight to the high sheriff’s office. Or perhaps it might be more appropriate to simply drag him downstairs and introduce him to the men drinking in the bar—Newburyporters whose families are frightened, whose friends, relatives, and neighbors have already been carted off to the pest-house, whose businesses and farms have suffered greatly from the ravages of this epidemic. I say we tell them why this Mr. Uriah Clapp has traveled all the way up the turnpike from Boston and see what they want to do with him.” Giles leaned forward and gazed directly into the man’s eyes, which showed no sign of retreat. “You know, there was a time when I saw a man tarred and feathered, right out there in State Street. He was marched down to the river, placed in a skiff, and set adrift on the outgoing tide—without any oars. He was a Tory and his crime was remaining loyal to King George. Your crime, I suggest, sir, and that of your ‘clients,’ would be perceived to be a worse form of treason.” In disgust, Giles got up from his chair and went to the window, where he could look out at State Street. It was, ironically, a gorgeous evening, and the last light of day was spreading deep pink and lavender hues in the eastern sky.

“Dr. Bradshaw,” Mr. Clapp said, his voice calm and perhaps even slightly amused, “your young associate’s eloquence is equal to his passion, but you and I both understand our purpose here. I make no judgment upon the causes or circumstances that have brought us together, and, indeed, you and your kind townfolk have my deepest sympathies. I am merely a representative, whose intention is to facilitate an arrangement that will help you resolve your difficulties with this terrible scourge.”

Dr. Bradshaw cleared his throat. “I share Dr. Wiggins’s passion, believe me, though not such eloquence. So I’ll put it to you simply. We need to know what you have to offer, and what you’re asking as compensation. And how quickly we can complete this transaction.”

Giles regretted that Bradshaw had raised the issue of time—a sense of urgency did not strengthen their suit.

Mr. Clapp reached inside his frock coat and withdrew a sheet of paper, which he unfolded and placed on the table. Eli Bradshaw opened his reading spectacles and fitted them on his nose. Giles was curious to see what was written on the paper, but remained at the window.

“You can provide all this, in these quantities?” Bradshaw asked. “Including quinine?”

“Yes,” Clapp said.

“How much?” Giles asked.

Clapp ignored him. He reached across the table and tapped the bottom of the sheet of paper. His fingernails were so long they curled down over the ends of his fingers like talons.

Bradshaw exhaled slowly. “This is a … a very substantial figure.”

“You’ll agree, Doctor,” Clapp said, “that under the circumstances it is fair?”

Dr. Bradshaw removed his reading spectacles and took his time tucking them away in the outside pocket of his coat. “It may take some time to raise this much. Perhaps we could purchase a portion of your supply tonight, and—”

“Doctor,” Mr. Clapp said as he picked up his glass of rum. “This fever is threatening ports up and down the Atlantic seaboard. As you well know, it’s been doing so with increased frequency in recent years. There is speculation that such epidemics will only become more common, more fearsome in the future. Why, no one knows. I assure you that these supplies will be used to ease the suffering of those most in need. It’s simply a question of where.”

Giles came back to the table now. “You’re saying we haven’t much time.”

“I’m saying that these supplies will be delivered to the party that demonstrates its sincerity in the most expeditious manner.” Clapp drank down his rum, placed the glass on the table, and got to his feet. “I have been instructed to tell you that an answer is required by tomorrow night. Therefore, I’ll return here, at nine o’clock, and if you are so disposed will be glad to complete this transaction.”

“And we can get these supplies right then?” Bradshaw asked.

“Arrangements will be made to ensure everyone’s satisfaction.” As Mr. Clapp moved toward the door, he used a cane and favored one leg.

Now Dr. Bradshaw stood up, his long face flushed with anger, the legs of his chair scraping loudly on the wide pine floorboards. “And what about the people who suffer, Mr. Clapp, the people who will die between now and then?”

The elderly man paused in the doorway but did not look back at either of them. “They will, of course, be in my prayers.” As he stepped out into the hallway, he said, “Good evening, gentlemen.”
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The first day at the Sumner house, Leander was shown both ends of the business. He spent the morning shoveling manure, cleaning it out of the horse stalls, and carting it to a pit at the back of the garden, where it was mixed with the kitchen garbage for fertilizer. In the afternoon he rode in a wagon with the other stable boys out to the marshes to gather salt hay. By evening, he was sunburned and his muscles ached. But he was able to wash at the cistern behind the stable and don a clean shirt and pair of britches that had been issued by the stablemaster, Mr. Penrose. Leander was also assigned a cot on the third floor of the service quarters, which was stifling hot beneath the roof eaves.

Downstairs in the common room he sat at the long table while maids ladled out a thick stew of chicken, potatoes, carrots, onions, and parsnips. Over two dozen men and boys ate hastily—gardeners and stable grooms, and several uniformed men who were treated with deference and referred to as sentries. No one acknowledged Leander as they ate, concentrating on their bowls, which they wiped clean with torn chunks of black bread. The maids moved around the table, refilling bowls, and Leander tried not to give away the fact that he couldn’t take his eyes off the girl they all called Cedella. He wasn’t the only one.

After dinner the hands scattered, some sitting outside to smoke and play cards. Leander walked the grounds, which included a vast garden, a fish pond, several outbuildings, a grape arbor, and an apple orchard. The air was still, the heat unbearable. At this hour of a summer evening, he would often take his sister Sarah down to Joppa Flats so they could sit outside Papi’s clam shack as the sun set. It was always cooler by the river. Their grandfather usually had licorice hidden in his pockets, and Sarah would search him with glee until she found the sweet treasure. After sunset it was Sarah who led her brother home through the dark—she knew her way around the South End by a combination of sound, smell, and the feel of the changing path beneath her feet: Mr. Tuttle’s chicken coop on Bromfield Street, Lucy Arnott’s barking hounds on Milk Street, Marlowe’s Bakery on the corner of Federal and Prospect, the bare tree root on Orange Street. Before going to bed, they drank a glass of warm milk while their mother read from the Bible and their father sat by the fire, smoking his pipe. Such a routine now seemed an illusion. Leander feared that he had dreamed his entire family, every one of them. Suddenly, it seemed, he’d awakened in this strange place, with its gardens and daily rituals, and he wasn’t sure who he was—his name, even, now seemed meaningless. Here, he wasn’t Leander Hatch. In the fields others referred to him as “you” or “boy.” No one had even asked if he had a name. When handing him his clothes, Mr. Penrose said with a black-toothed smile, “You the new boy? Ain’t you a tall one?”

When he reached the far end of the orchard, Leander sat in the grass, resting his back against the high fence. As the sun set, the west-facing windows of the Sumner house, an enormous white clapboard structure with a grand cupola atop its hip roof, were lit up with reflected fire. Flies and mosquitoes flitted about his face, but he was too exhausted to brush them away. Somewhere a fiddler was scratching out a reel.
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While Dr. Bradshaw paid calls to some of his High Street patients, seeking funds, Giles returned to the pest-house. Sitting at Bradshaw’s desk, he looked at the sheet of paper Uriah Clapp had given them. The medical supplies were listed in the left-hand column: salts, quinine, mercury, castor oil, vinegar, Peruvian bark, ipecac, potassium nitrate, camphor, laudanum. In the middle column the quantities of each were neatly itemized, and then in the right-hand column their respective value, grossly inflated. In some cases, these quantities were quite substantial for a city of approximately eight thousand, but then this was a major port in a neutral country during a conflict between England and France; most likely a good portion of these supplies had been intended for shipment to other cities, other countries. At the bottom of the sheet of paper, Uriah Clapp had scrawled (he had the precise hand of an accounts clerk) the total: 4, 950 £.

Giles tucked the sheet inside the ledger. Since morning, four new names had been added to the list of the dead.



James Parsons, seaman, 28, Water Street.

Edith Saltonstall, charwoman, 42, Bromfield Street.

Mary O’Rourke, scullery maid, 21, Boardman Street.

Miles Pepperill, esq., schoolmaster, 58, Harris Street.

Giles had been a student of Master Pepperill’s for six years until he quit school when he was fourteen. Master Pepperill had read law, but for some reason he elected to teach children instead. He patrolled the aisles of the schoolroom, admonishing pupils who failed in their attempts to recite from memory Alexander Pope’s translation of The Odyssey of Homer. The man was as convinced of Pope’s genius as he was of his pupils’ stupidity. A day hardly passed when he wouldn’t at some point raise his voice and say, “Perverse humanity!” He was liberal only with the switch, and there were few children in Newburyport who hadn’t at some point wished some horrific death to be visited upon him; however, they could all read and write, and they could do accurate sums. During the war with Britain, while in the middle of surgery at sea, Giles often found himself suddenly, to the astonishment of his assistants, and sometimes even his patients, spouting lines from The Odyssey of Homer.

In the back of the ledger were Bradshaw’s notes. Giles skimmed through the pages, feeling guilty that he had not entered his own contributions—to date, he had only listed the dead.

I find Calomel to be the most effective Purgative. It diverts the Fever away from Internal Organs. However, persistent & violent Evacuation inflames the Bowels. To Correct the vomits I have offered a Julep of Salt of Tartar & Laudanum, & to counter the effects thereof I have offered an anti-emetic of Milk & Lime-water in equal parts.

Dr. Benjamin Rush, that great and patriotic Physician of Philadelphia, has claimed that he has not lost one Patient to whom he has administered Mercury to the salivary glands. Mercury, alas, was in short supply at the outset of our Epidemic & I quickly depleted what little stores I possessed.

The two strongest medications, Laudanum & Opium, we are now without—there was little Laudanum at the outset & I have not seen Opium in years. Both are instrumental in alleviating pain; without them, our Citizens have no choice but to suffer these horrific symptoms to their fullest, without mitigation or relief.

Castor oil purges are highly effective on some Patients, particularly children. A dry tongue is not a good sign. Sometimes also a dry, hoarse Throat. Many Patients suffer from frequent, uncontrollable bouts of the Hiccups. Profuse hemorrhages are common, from the bowels, the mouth, the nose, the eyes, the ears & the gums. In the case of women, also from the vagina.

Some Patients have exhibited the unusual reaction Dr. Rush refers to as “a want of delicacy.” I have Witnessed this in two female Patients. One was elderly, well beyond the childbearing years; the other a girl of perhaps 17. In both cases these Patients suddenly & dramatically became amorous in Nature. They shed their clothing, resisting all attempts to maintain Decency and Propriety, and then they behaved in the most wanton fashion. The older woman, foul-smelling & rancid with the stench of Fever, tried to force herself upon me. The child addressed me in the most Abject terms, spreading her legs & probing her nether Regions. With great Effort & the assistance of two orderlies, the girl was restrained, her hands and feet bound. Though we have used extreme heat with most Patients here, in this unusual case I opted for Cold Treatment, which, despite the child’s vociferous Protestations, eventually brought about the desired calming Effect.

In some instances, the sudden & total disappearance of Pain can be the most dangerous Sign. Some Patients lose all faculties of Reason. Others have the opposite reaction & they will converse about All manner of topics with great Pleasure (& in some cases demonstrating considerable Knowledge and Erudition) & then suddenly fall into violent Convulsions and Expire in a matter of minutes.

Giles paused to pour himself a glass of whiskey, and then he continued to flip through the pages, until he came to a place that was marked with the word “Venesection” written in a heavy hand and underlined.

Venesection

Said treatment, along with Purgation, is the most reliable Cure for this bilious Fever. I am not even certain what name to give this vile malady. In texts I have read it has been called Yellow Fever, Black Vomit, Scarletina, Bilious Pleurisies, Typhous Fever, all of which seem to be the result of Dramatic changes in the Earth’s atmosphere, Eruptions of internal gasses & foul exhalations from places where water stagnates—cisterns, gutters, standing ponds, cellars, sluices & culverts—may, over time, alter the Miasma to the point where Human Life will cease to Exist. I have found that Venesection & Purgation are the most reliable Cures for this most terrible Maladay. This too is consistent with the findings of Dr. Benjamin Rush, who has practiced this Method with the greatest Diligence.

In the first week of the Outbreak here at Newburyport I have applied the lancet to some three-hundred individuals. In most cases I will draw between twelve and sixteen ounces, often in two or three sessions. The amount is determined by the General Health of the Patient: Sex, Age, Weight, Height, Constitution & etc. In a few Extreme Cases I have withdrawn as much as twenty ounces from the arm or leg of a given Patient. Upon examination the Blood is often sizy, giving the impression that the internal Organs have been exposed to extreme Heat by the Fever, thus the appearance that the blood is approaching a boil. It is my firm Belief that removing a specific amount of Blood reduces the pressure on said Organs and allows the agents of the Fever to be evacuated, with the assistance of a Purgative.

My colleague, Giles Wiggins, Surgeon, is not so impressed by the Method of Venesection. He has not the proper medical training, but instead the experience gained from conducting surgery in conflict. Tho’ he is admirably enthusiastic & energetic in his attentions to our fair port’s Dilemma, he prefers to Purge through Sweat, wrapping Patients in hot, wet linens & placing hot bricks or stones on their Suffering Bodies. Said practice of course has not met with great Success.

Giles slammed the ledger shut and left the tent, the neck of the whiskey bottle tight in his hand. The night air outside was cooler, heavy with mist, tinged with the foul smell of the camp necessary. There were now more than fifty tents in the pest-house; most glowed from within with lamplight. The sounds of coughing and retching were constant, as were soft moans, pleas for water. Since the war, Giles had not heard such orchestration from so many. He went down the path between the tents, and at the gate he found a guard who was fast asleep. Beyond the fence it was quiet now except for the crackle of the fire that the gravediggers had built up on Old Burying Ground Hill.

Giles opened the gate and stepped outside the fence—the guard never stirred from his slumber—but then the doctor hesitated when he saw someone approaching from the direction of the Frog Pond, a lantern swinging in his hand. Giles sat on the edge of the small wooden stage that had been constructed by the Reverend Cary’s zealous congregation. He uncorked the bottle and took a long drink of whiskey. The pendulum arc of the lantern continued toward him. At this hour it must be Dr. Bradshaw. Giles took another deep pull on the bottle, bracing himself for confrontation. “I am but a mere surgeon,” he muttered to himself, “improperly educated, but—what was it?—‘enthusiastic and energetic.’ No, ‘admirably enthusiastic and energetic.’ My methods are not very successful, and therefore I will leave you, dear Dr. Bradshaw, to your own methods of venesection and purgation. Take up your lancet and bleed them, drain them dry, while I, your humble assistant, will take his leave from this pest-house.”

But it was not Dr. Bradshaw—the man who approached was not tall enough, and as he came nearer Giles sensed that there was something uneven, perhaps impaired about his gait. The man’s stride was lame, or perhaps inebriated.

Suddenly, Giles got to his feet and said, “Emanuel? Is that you?”

“Aye, Doctor, I believe that it is.” Emanuel Lunt stopped and held up his lantern, gazing at the bottle in Giles’s hand. “I am like the horse drawn to water. I fortified myself for the trek up here from the waterfront, for it is a most warm and humid night, and by the time I reached High Street I realized that I was in need of rejuvenation. I’m dead on my feet, Doctor. Heal me!” And then, deftly, he hung the lantern from the hook that protruded from his right sleeve, and held out his left hand. “Heal me!”

Giles gave him the bottle of whiskey.

Emanuel took a drink, tilting his head back, and then gasped, “Halleluiah! Saved.”

“It’s my most successful method,” Giles said, taking the bottle back. “You are among the fortunate few.” He began walking toward the Frog Pond.

Emanuel caught up, the lantern casting an oscillating light on the ground before them. “You are leaving?” Giles didn’t answer. “You have the walk of a man who doesn’t intend to return.”

“You are drunk,” Giles said, “but a perceptive drunk. I have always valued such qualities in a man.”

“Such a compliment humbles me. But I am slow—you walk so fast.”

Giles did not alter his pace; if anything, he walked faster.

“Does this mean your work is finished here?” Emanuel asked, struggling to keep up.

“My work, such as it is, is finished.”

“I see—so everyone is cured, and they have been sent home?”

“Anyone who is ‘cured’ gets a ride up the hill to that pit.”

Suddenly, Emanuel took a few hasty, awkward steps, turned, and stood in front of Giles, forcing him to stop. “But there are still others, back there, waiting to be healed.”

“Healed?” Giles attempted to go around his friend, but Emanuel’s hand grabbed his arm by the shoulder. Giles said, “You have a very strong grip.”

“It’s the only hand I have, so it must be twice as strong.”

Giles tried to continue on, but Emanuel only pulled him closer. “What are you doing, Mister?”

“My exact question, Doctor.”

“Is it any of your business?”

“I’m curious, just curious. You have healed me, so why can’t you heal the others?”

“That is the question, indeed.”

Emanuel let go of Giles’s shoulder and held out his hand. Giles gave him the bottle again and watched him take a drink. As he returned the bottle, Emanuel smiled. “I came all the way up here to help, you pathetic sawbones.” He leaned forward and spoke slowly, as though speaking to someone hard of hearing. “I want to lend a hand—I only have the one, you know, so, please, lead the way, and show me what I can do.” Emanuel’s face, illuminated from below by the lantern, seemed ghostly, haunted.

“Damn you, Mr. Lunt.” Giles began walking back toward the pest-house gate, slower, so that Emanuel had no difficulty keeping up. “We are nearly out of medical supplies,” Giles said, “so our methods are very primitive. We use linen and blankets, soaked in hot water to wrap each patient, and stones—hot bricks and stones—to be laid down on the torso of each patient.”

“You try to sweat the fever out of them,” Emanuel said. “Brilliant. That’s often what they did in the Caribbean, if I remember correctly.”

“Exactly.”

“It was easier to practice medicine, I gather, when we were at sea and men were wounded by grapeshot and flying chain. The worst were those splinters that flew when the hull of a ship was struck by cannon ball—those splinters, they’d go right through a man like a sword.”

“True, it was easier,” Giles said as they reached the pest-house gate. “You could at least see a man’s wounds.”

“And in most cases you’d just—” Emanuel held his hand out and made a sawing motion. “It was simple. In a minute you’d cut off the wounded limb, leaving your patient healed—unless of course you’d cut off his leg. Then the man was un-heeled.”

“Precisely.” Giles opened the gate.

“Did I ever tell you that I appreciated the fact that you elected not to cut off my wounded leg, only my hand?”

“You tell me every time you’re drunk, which means too often.”

“Well, I just want to show my appreciation.”

They stepped inside the pest-house fence, and Giles pulled the gate closed behind him. The click of the latch startled the sleeping guard, who quickly got to his feet.

“It’s all right,” Giles said to the guard. “I’ve just conscripted a new recruit.”
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Leander slept on the dewy grass in the apple orchard. Occasionally his slumber was disturbed by distant voices—song, laughter, a toast that was followed by a chorus of huzzahs—but it wasn’t until the early morning hours, when the revelry in the Sumner house had ended, that he was awakened with a start. A man stood over him, leaning to one side as though pushed. He wore an enormous cockade hat, and a small, pudgy dog sat next to him, panting desperately. In one hand the man held a wine bottle, and in the other a pistol.

He said something that was totally incomprehensible, and when he spoke he moved his arm back and forth, sloshing a sweet-smelling beverage on Leander’s face.

Leander hastened to his feet. “Excuse me, sir?”

“I said what are you doing sleeping in my orchard.”

“Beg your pardon, sir, but you may recall that I am the new stable boy.”

“Recall? Are you an honest lad?”

“I—I believe so, sir.”

“Very well, then you may remain my stable boy and you’re welcome in my orchard.” Mr. Sumner took Leander’s forearm and used it for support as he eased himself down on the grass. “I want you to do me a small service.”

“What is that, sir?”

Mr. Sumner held out the bottle. “Drink.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

Reluctantly, Leander took the bottle and raised it to his mouth. He sipped the contents—some kind of wine, he assumed, and it made him wince.

“More,” Mr. Sumner commanded.

Leander took another drink of the wine, which proved not that unpleasant.

“S’alright?”

“Yes, sir, it’s fine.”

“You sure now?” Mr. Sumner took back the bottle. He raised his other hand, and pointed the short silver barrel of the pistol at his left temple, then pushed his cocked hat back so that he could scratch his forehead. “Y’know they’re trying to kill me?”

“Who is, sir?”

“They—oh, they know who they are. I think they mean to poison me.” He took another drink of wine and wiped his chin with the ruffled sleeve of his shirt. “But this, it didn’t kill you, did it?”

“No, sir.”

“Good, because if it kilt you we’d both be dead now.” As he lay back on the ground, his cocked hat fell off, and he immediately began to snore. The dog curled up in the crook of his arm.

Leander waited for a good while, expecting Mr. Sumner to be revived, but finally, as the first light of day was beginning to paint the eastern sky, he left the orchard. On a fence behind the stable, he found several horse blankets that were being aired out for the night. He took one blanket, returned to the orchard, and draped it over Mr. Sumner, causing the dog to grunt its approval. He went to the service quarters, where he made his way up the dark stairs to his cot.


Seventeen

AT SUNRISE, GILES AND EMANUEL LUNT HELPED EACH OTHER navigate State Street. Exhausted from the long night’s work in the pest-house, they had with them a bottle of rum procured from Dr. Bradshaw’s supply. As they entered Market Square, Giles veered toward the door to his rooms, but Emanuel grabbed him by the arm.

“Come back to the ship, and we’ll see what’s cooking in the galley.”

Giles did not resist and they walked through the square, which was quiet save for some seagulls that were squabbling over a pile of oyster shells left outside one of the vendors’ shambles. When they arrived at the waterfront, the two men boarded Lunt’s schooner The Golden Hand, which was tied up to a small dock downriver from Sumner’s Wharf. Lunt and his family made their living coasting, delivering goods as far north as Halifax and as far south as the Caribbean. Two mulatto children—thirteen-year-old twins—were on the quarterdeck.

“We spotted you coming from the square,” the girl, Dominique, announced, wielding her father’s spyglass. “And Mother says you are not to set foot on this ship until you have washed thoroughly.” She pointed at the water bucket and towels that had been placed on the dock.

“We washed before leaving the pest-house,” Emanuel said.

“Mother says she will not have you smelling of rum on board.”

“I married a woman with a keen nose.” Emanuel leaned over the pail and splashed water on his face with his left hand. “Do I smell bacon?”

“And ouvres,” his son Francois said.

“Eggs—yes, lots of eggs.” Emanuel unfurled a towel and dried his face. “Then go down and help your mother set another place at the table for the doctor. After all, he saved your father’s life, and he brought the two of you into this world. You were a real bargain, two babes delivered for the price of one.”

Francois disappeared down the companionway, while his sister came and leaned her elbows on the rail. “Bonjour, Doctor Wiggins.”

Giles smiled up at the girl. “Bonjour, Dominique.”

He removed his coat and shirt, and with cupped hands scooped water from the pail. As he washed, he said, “Look at this, Emanuel—look at these mosquitoes, how they hover about the pail. They’re attracted to the water. Maybe this is why we need to clean up the stagnant pools and cisterns around this soggy port?”

Emanuel offered him the other towel, and Giles paused as he reached out: they both watched as a mosquito landed on his forearm, just above the inside of the wrist. Curious, Giles allowed the mosquito to probe his skin for a moment before he slapped his wrist with his other hand. He missed the mosquito.

“See, blood?” Giles said. “He draws my blood.”

“The little creature must eat, too.”

Giles studied his wrist as though he were trying to decipher some lost ancient language. “He hangs about water and sucks the blood from anything—man or animal—that comes along. And then.…”

“And then your skin turns red and itchy, and you scratch it until it’s raw.” Emanuel draped the towel over Giles’s outstretched arm and climbed the plank to his ship. “This is the benefit of having a stump for a hand, with a metal hook for fingers—less flesh to attract mosquitoes. Less to nibble on!” He leaned down and kissed his daughter on the neck, causing her to squeal.

“Yes,” Giles said vaguely as he wiped his hands and arms with the towel. He pulled the clean shirt over his head, and then boarded the ship. “But what becomes of the mosquito?”

“If you don’t squash him,” Dominique said, “he flies off, to eat again.” Her face was fine and delicate, and she was tall for her age and lithe, as was her mother. She had her father’s pale green eyes, which seemed to shine from within, and her hair, which fell in loose curls down to her waist, was a bronze color that glistened in the early morning sunlight.

“You’re exactly right, Dominique,” Giles said. “The mosquito drinks my blood, and then goes and drinks from another, and then another, and another.”

“And your conclusion, Doctor?” Emanuel asked.

“Conclusion?” Giles said.

“Eventually,” Dominique said, taking her father by his hook and leading him toward the companionway, “the mosquito gets full.”

“Precisely,” Giles said. “He eats, and he fills up with … blood.”

“This is a great scientific discovery?” Emanuel said as he followed his daughter below to the galley. “It makes me hungry just to think about it.”

Again, Giles studied the spot where the mosquito had bitten him. A small red welt was already beginning to form, causing the skin to swell slightly. He scratched it with a fingernail, and watched the smallest bead of blood emerge from the tiny hole in the center of the welt. With two fingers he squeezed the bite, causing more blood to surface. He looked down at the pail again, where a haze of mosquitoes hovered above the water. Some thought, some connection seemed to tug at the corners of his mind, but it eluded him, and he was suddenly overwhelmed by the smell of the eggs frying in bacon grease. “The doctor’s conclusion?” he said as he climbed down the companionway. “The doctor is tired. He is inebriated. And he is extremely hungry, drawn to the smell of eggs cooking in bacon fat as the mosquito is attracted to blood.”
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At midday, Miranda sat in her bedroom doing needlepoint. But for minutes she would lay the embroidery hoop in her lap and just listen; then she would resume work on a spray of lilacs on a field of green leaves. From the library downstairs she could hear the low murmur of voices, a delegation of men who had been arriving by carriage for the past hour.

Finally, there was a tap at the door, and before she could answer, Samuel let himself into the room.

“Well?” she said without looking up from her work. The tedium of such projects was, ironically, a source of tranquility, and Miranda found she often did her best thinking when her hands were busy with needle and thread.

“Most of Newburyport’s shipbuilders and captains are down there,” Samuel said, his voice low, conspiratorial. He went to his mother’s canopy bed and lay down, propping his head on several pillows.

“Shoes.”

Using his toe he nudged off each of his dainty shoes and let them fall to the floor. “And there are the doctors,” he said crossing his legs on the counterpane,” Bradshaw and Uncle Giles.”

“So, you’ve had your ear married to the door. What’s this confab about?”

“It seems they’re talking about money.”

“They’re always talking about money.”

“The doctors are trying to extract contributions.” Samuel folded his hands behind his head as he gazed up at the canopy above the bed. “They require funds to buy medical supplies for the pest-house.”

“The old High Street pikers are as tight as bark on a tree and they won’t contribute to the commonweal unless ultimately there’s a handsome return in it.”

“The epidemic’s getting worse,” Samuel said, “and it seems that necessary medical supplies have gone stolen.”

“Stolen?” Miranda raised her head.

Samuel continued to stare at the canopy. “You’re surprised?”

“No, not surprised.” She looked down at her work. “So someone’s going to make a profit off this fever. Just as they did during the war. Wars, disasters, pestilence—they’re all viewed as opportunities. How much do the doctors need?”

“About five thousand pounds.”

“My.” She considered this for a long moment. “Is Wilberforce Strong down there?”

“No.”

“Then this campaign doesn’t have God’s blessing and is destined to fail.”

Neither of them spoke until Samuel turned his head on the pillow and looked toward his grandmother. Miranda kept her head down, working the needle and thread through the cloth.

Samuel got up off the bed, stepped into his shoes, and went to the door, where he paused with his hand on the door latch. “You know where Father slept last night?”

“Haven’t the faintest idea.”

“In the apple orchard.”

“He could use the fresh air, I’m sure.”

“Well after midnight he was walking around asking people to drink from different bottles of wine.”

“Nothing unusual about that.”

“No, but he’s also taken to bearing arms at all times.”

“Bearing arms?”

“Early in the evening, he had strapped on a sword and scabbard, but it got heavy and after a while he only had a pistol tucked inside his waistcoat.”

“Which tells you what, Samuel?”

“He’s afraid. He asks people to taste the wine, to taste the food because he’s starting to think it might be poisoned.”

Miranda put the needlepoint on the side table next to her chair. “Well, have you?”

“No, not yet.”

Her grandson opened the door and let himself out of her bedroom, but before he could close the door, she said, “This keeps up, we’ll have to devise another method.”
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After an hour of Madeira, thick slices of cheese, and bread, the haggling in Enoch’s library was too much for Giles. The wealthiest men in Newburyport were so miserly that they had offered contributions which added up to a sum just shy of four thousand pounds—and they did so begrudgingly, not out of concern for the victims of the epidemic, but only because their ships would remain idle in the harbor until the quarantine was lifted. Disgusted, Giles excused himself, and he was shown to the front door by Fields.

“You have a carriage waiting, sir?” Fields knew very well that Giles had walked.

“No, I prefer the exercise and fresh air.”

“Of course, Doctor.” Fields opened the door. “Pity but it does look like rain.”

Giles stepped out on to the granite stoop. “The new boy. How’s he doing?”

“I couldn’t say, sir, though I believe he’s been assigned to duties in the stable.”

“That should suit him. I think I’ll have a walk around and see if I can find him.”

“As you wish, sir.” Fields closed the heavy paneled door.

Giles gazed up at the sky a moment, which was overcast with lowering clouds. He walked around the side of the house, past the garden, and as he approached the courtyard he saw Marie strolling in the apple orchard. She was wearing a green dress and carried a yellow parasol. He went down a small set of stone steps and entered the orchard, catching up to her on the far side of the pond.

“I am told you call them ‘bullfrogs’?” she said, gazing at the lily pads on the pond. “There is one beeg one that comes up on the rocks every day. We play a little game of the hide the seek.”

“Hide and seek, yes.” Giles clasped his hands behind his back as they began walking slowly around the pond. “It’s good that you’re out of doors. I trust you are feeling better?”

“Oh, much.” They walked a moment in silence, and he couldn’t help but notice that she allowed her arm to brush against his. “Your remedee worked wonders.” Closer still, and the rustle of her skirts, speaking an ancient tongue.

“Scientific discovery, it is a vast theater,” he said, and her laughter was lighter than air. “The human anatomy is such a mystery.”

“But that is what attracts you to this profession, no, the mysteries of the body?”

“This is true.”

“I must admit I am intrigued by—how do you say—the instinctuals of my body.”

“Yes, instinct is a marvelous thing, in a man, a woman—even in a bullfrog.”

Again, she laughed, and then turned to gaze at him. Soft curls framed her face, and her full mouth seemed swollen as though ready to burst; it was a serious, determined mouth, but the look in her eyes was impish, conspiratorial. “Would you hold this, s’il vous plaît?” She handed him the parasol, which he held above her head as she opened the small purse that hung from her wrist and took out a small silver flask. “I find the days here in your brother’s houz must to be boring in extremely. Like the food.” She opened the flask, took a sip, and offered it to him.

He raised the flask, thinking about how it had just touched her lips, and it contained rum, which sent a warm flush through him. He returned the flask to her, and they began walking again, slowly, the first drops of rain tapping on the taut fabric of her parasol.

“I suppose I must not get this dress wet,” she said. “It belongs to your mother, from the years ago when she had perhaps the first husband, Monsieur Sumner, no?”

“I believe so. She would have been very young when she fit into that dress.”

“And then there was the second husband, Monsieur Wiggins, who was your father.”

“That’s right.”

“This happens often to the French madame. The one husband he dies, and then she finds another, and he dies.” She took a sip from the flask, and then returned it to him. “And the children they have these different names, and it becomes so very much with the complications, no?”

“Yes, complicated.”

“Your mother lives with your brother.”

“Well, he is older.”

“You do not want her in your houz?”

“I don’t have a house. I don’t have that kind of wealth.”

“I see. Merci, Doctor.”

“Giles, please.” He drank some of the rum and gave her the flask.

She capped the flask and returned it to her purse. “Now I feel most cured, Giles.” Her smile was playful, and looking at the sky she said, “The rain it is about to pour, no?”

“It is.”

Giggling, she took hold of her skirts and broke into a run; he followed her, and just as the rain began they entered a door in the back of the stable, where the air smelled pleasantly of hay, horses, and leather.
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Leander was working in the hayloft. The sudden downpour sounded like rocks rattling on the slate roof above his head. Below, horses paced in their stalls, and then, despite the rain, he heard a noise from the back of the stable. He thrust his pitch fork into the mound of hay and went toward the ladder—but he paused when he heard whispering, a female voice, accented and sweet. There was the sound of footsteps below until a door closed.

Slowly, he leaned out over the loft railing. He could not see them, not entirely, but the carriage directly beneath him, the diligence, was rocking ever so slightly. A yellow parasol leaned against one of the wheels. From inside the carriage there came more whispering. There were two voices, barely audible because of the rain on the roof, a man’s and a woman’s. There was laughter. A woman’s hand, graceful and slender, gripped the window ledge, a small purse dangling from the wrist until it was suddenly pulled inside, and soon a man’s frock coat was draped over the ledge of one window, while a pair of white silk stockings—woman’s stockings—was hung over another. The vehicle began to sway, squeaking and groaning on its metal springs. Leander kept perfectly still. Soon the nature of the carriage’s motion became more repetitive, more urgent. Leander understood what was happening now because he had seen animals in the act. Pigs, cows, and horses, they all mounted in some awkward way, joined desperately, it seemed, and then fell into this same rhythm. There was gasping. There was moaning, anguished moaning. Again, the woman’s hand appeared on the window ledge, this time gripping the silk stockings so hard that the knuckles turned white. Her cries now became utterly desperate.

So desperate that Leander wondered if he should climb down from the hayloft and come to her assistance. He swung one leg over the ladder, stepped down on the top rung, and began to descend, but stopped when he saw a shadow cast from the open door at the back of the stable. Leaning down until a rough-hewn beam no longer obstructed his view, he saw the maid Cedella, standing in the open doorway. Her uniform was soaked, causing the dark fabric to cling to her. In her hand she held a wicker basket filled with eggs. She was staring at the carriage, and then she gazed up at Leander.

He didn’t move.

She didn’t move.

The carriage rocked and swayed even more violently, until the cries of its occupants exploded with desperate finality.

Cedella continued to stare at Leander, her eyes large with wonder.


Eighteen

MIRANDA STOOD AT HER BEDROOM WINDOW, LOOKING DOWN into the courtyard. She couldn’t remember a harder rain. Suddenly, she saw Cedella emerge from the open stable door and run toward the house. She cradled a basket of eggs in her arms, and when she stumbled two fell out and broke. The yokes were quickly diluted by the rain, thin strands of bright yellow filling the crevices between the cobblestones. The girl caught her balance and rushed on toward the kitchen door.

Miranda had a good mind to put the girl out of the house. She had dismissed staff for lesser offenses. Such would be a useful example to the rest of the household.

She was about to leave her window, when she saw something in the darkness of the stable: something yellow, a paler yellow than the eggs—a parasol. And then Marie came out into the courtyard, not running, but holding her skirt (one of Miranda’s old dresses, the green satin turning black with the rain) as she hurried toward the house. She seemed alarmed—perhaps because such a fine dress might be ruined?—but there was something about Marie’s expression that baffled Miranda. For one moment the girl actually raised her head and, tilting the parasol out of the way, allowed the rain to soak her face. And then she, too, disappeared into the house.

Again, Miranda was about to turn from the window when she saw something else: beneath the roof peak, the new boy appeared in the open hayloft door, staring down into the courtyard. He raised his head until he saw Miranda in the second-floor window of the house. He looked startled, as though he’d been caught in some act of indecency, and he retreated into the darkness of the loft.

As she turned from the window, something else caught her eye—a man running out of the stable door, his frock coat draped over his head as a means of protection from the rain. It was Giles. He crossed the courtyard and disappeared up the drive toward the front gate.

Miranda took a long deep breath and exhaled slowly. She could feel her heartbeat, rapid, faintly painful, as though she had just eaten a heavy meal.

She crossed the room, opened her bedroom door, and said, “Fields.”

“Madame?” His voice resonated up the stairwell from the front vestibule—when unoccupied, Fields often sat in the window-seat there, where he could doze like a housecat. She listened to him climb the stairs and when he reached the first landing, he looked up at her. “May I be of service, Ma’am?”

Miranda hesitated, touching her fingers to her lips.

After a moment Fields’s gaze became concerned. “Madame?”

“That new boy, what’s his name?”

“Hatch, Ma’am, Leander Hatch.”

“Bring him to me.”

“Is there a problem, Ma’am?”

“I want him sent to me. Now.”

She put her hand on the door latch but paused when she saw the look on Fields’s face; he was clearly perturbed by the impropriety of her request.

“Up here, Ma’am? To your bedroom?”

“That’s what I said. And tea, have Cedella bring my tea.”
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The rain stopped as quickly as it had started, and as Giles walked to the Mall the late afternoon sun broke through the clouds. The air was cleansed and everything—the grass, the fine gates in front of the High Street mansions, the mane of a passing dray horse—seemed to be strung with diamonds, shimmering in the angled light. He had not made love to a woman in a long time. He was filled with a lightness that seemed entirely unjustified. For some reason he wanted to go swimming, and when he came in sight of the Frog Pond he was tempted to peel off his soggy clothes and wade in, despite the fact that the water wasn’t even four feet deep.

On the far side of the pond there was almost a carnival atmosphere. Each day since the pest-house had been established, more and more Market Square vendors had moved to the Mall to set up their tents and stalls to peddle their wares. There were the smells of sweet taffy, boiled fish, shucked clams and oysters. A juggler moved through the crowd, brandishing gold balls in the air, and a group of children laughed as they watched a puppet show. Giles purchased a loaf of black bread and continued on to the pest-house gate. The Reverend Cary wasn’t present, but his faithful stood before his makeshift pulpit, clutching Bibles to their breasts and singing a hymn. They watched with accusing eyes as the guard opened the fence gate and admitted Giles to the pest-house.

He found Bradshaw at his desk. A fresh bottle of rum stood next to his ledger, and he stared up at Giles with defeated, hopeless eyes. “Where did you go?”

“I couldn’t listen to them anymore.” Giles tore off a chunk of bread and placed it on the desk; Bradshaw stared at this contribution as though it might suddenly crawl. “Any one of those men could finance this entire transaction singlehandedly, and yet they couldn’t raise five thousand pounds between the lot of them?”

Bradshaw filled a second glass with rum and pushed it toward Giles. “I know,” he said wearily. “Actually, your barging out of there had the desired effect—several of those ‘gentlemen’ offered to raise their ante.”

“How much have we got?”

Bradshaw cleared his throat. “Four thousand six hundred. And we have to meet our man from Boston in less than three hours.” He picked up the chunk of bread, took a bite, and with his mouth full said, “I have perhaps two hundred pounds I can add, but that still leaves us shy.” He glanced up at Giles.

“The rest? I haven’t got that kind of money—remember, I’m only a surgeon. I might be able to put together perhaps eighty.”

“So we’re close, say a hundred and twenty pounds short.” Bradshaw tucked the last of the bread in his mouth and washed it down with rum. “In the meantime,” he said, getting to his feet, “I have a number of bleedings scheduled.” He went to the front of the tent and opened the flap, but looked back at Giles. “We lost six more this afternoon,” he said. “One of them, that man named Cushing, the baker? He came into the tent, wearing his own clothes, appearing quite robust. Shakes my hand and thanks me for curing him and says he’ll be on his way home now, there’s bread to be prepared for his oven. Walks outside the tent, and I swear he doesn’t take two steps and I hear him fall to the ground. By the time I got to him he was dead.” A bug landed on his cheek, which he swiped at with his hand. “I’ve told them up the hill that they need to enlarge the pit again.” He turned to raise the tent flap.

“Listen, Eli,” Giles said, and he waited until Bradshaw turned to look at him. “I read what you wrote about me in this ledger last night.”

Bradshaw’s pursed his mouth as he stared at Giles. “I recognize that my observations and scientific opinion may seem harsh.”

“It’s an opinion,” Giles said. “Nothing scientific about it. Last night I left here with no intention of returning. But a friend convinced me that this—these people—are more important than how I feel about anything you wrote in your damned ledger.”

“Well then,” Bradshaw said, “you can make your own damned contributions.”

“We haven’t time—that’s my point. There isn’t time for me to sit here and record my thoughts about your ideas regarding Dr. Benjamin Rush and the bleeding of patients.”

Bradshaw stared toward the ledger, as though it had betrayed him. Slowly, the tension went out of his mouth and he let out a tired sigh. “Well, you came back, that’s the important thing. We’re fighting a war, of sorts, and we’re not winning.”

“No, we’re not,” Giles said quietly. “We’re not winning at all.” He drained the last of his the rum and put the glass on the table. “Now I’ll have to go down to my rooms and see exactly how much money I have tucked away. I would like to get my hands on whoever is behind this, but it’s the kind of thing where you never have any proof.”

“I know. We just need to buy the supplies back and—” Bradshaw began to step outside the tent, but then hesitated. “If you did find them, what would you do?”

“At that moment, I think I would like to finally try my hand at bleeding.”

Bradshaw’s smile was faint, and brief. “We’ll meet at Wolfe Tavern a little before nine.”
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Leander followed Fields up the carpeted front stairs. They were met in the hall by Cedella, who must have come by the back stairs from the kitchen. She was still in her damp uniform, though she’d wrapped her hair in a white turban. She held a tea tray and would not look at Leander.

Fields knocked on the door. “Madame?”

“Come.”

Fields opened the door for them. Leander followed Cedella inside, and he heard the latch click behind him. Mrs. Sumner sat in a rocking chair, needlepoint in her lap. She did not look up at either of them. After a moment, she said, “Well, child, fix my tea before it turns cold.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Cedella set the tray on the small table next to the rocking chair and poured a cup of tea. Leander watched her hands, which were raw at the knuckles.

“Three lumps today.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

When Cedella was finished with her preparations, she stepped back. Mrs. Sumner laid the needlepoint in her lap and picked up her tea. She stirred her sugar for what seemed an eternity and finally laid the teaspoon in the saucer with a delicate clatter. She did not sip her tea, but only stared down into it. “My window there, overlooking the courtyard—sometimes I think I can see everything that goes on from that window. I saw you break those eggs. It’s because you were running. Has no one taught you not to run with a basket full of eggs?”

“Begging your pardon, Ma’am,” Cedella said. “It was the rain.”

“No excuses.” Mrs. Sumner looked up from her tea. “What went on in that stable?”

“Ma’am?” Cedella said.

“During the rain.” Mrs. Sumner put her tea on the tray, so that the cup rocked precariously in its saucer. “I saw you leave the house with the empty basket. You walked down past the vegetable garden and entered the henhouse. When you came out, it was raining and you went into the back of the stable, and you remained there for … for some minutes. What were you doing?”

“The rain was so hard. I was waiting for it to stop,” Cedella said. “But it wouldn’t let up and I had duties in the kitchen, so I ran across the courtyard and.…”

Mrs. Sumner turned to Leander. She looked him over from head to toe. “You were in the stable at the time. I saw you—you know I saw you.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Leander said. “I was working in the hayloft.”

“The two of you, in the stable.” Slowly, Mrs. Sumner pushed herself up out of her chair and went to the window overlooking the courtyard. “Alone.”

Leander glanced at Cedella and saw that she had begun to shiver, perhaps because she was still wearing wet clothes, though he suspected it was out of fear. “Ma’am,” he said. “She was below, and I was up in the hayloft, as you saw.”

Mrs. Sumner stared down into the courtyard. “You are the new boy, and you may not yet have been fully apprised of certain rules we maintain in this household. Fraternization is not allowed, rain or no rain. Is that clear?”

“Ma’am,” Leander said. “I assure you—”

Mrs. Sumner turned from the window. “I’m not interested in assurances. I expect absolute propriety from my staff. My son may set one example, but I—” She came across the room and stood in front of Cedella. She looked as though she was preparing to slap the girl. “Am I understood?”

Leander felt himself lean forward ever so slightly.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Cedella said, gazing at the floor, her eyes welling with tears.

Mrs. Sumner stared at Leander for a long moment. “Take this tea away,” she said to Cedella. “And next time make sure the pot is warmed properly.”

Cedella curtsied, gathered up the tray, and went to the door. The whole time, Mrs. Sumner did not take her eyes off Leander. Cedella was having difficulty balancing the tray—its china articles rattling—as she opened the door latch. There was, rising in Mrs. Sumner’s stare, something that Leander didn’t fully understand. It was almost as if she were sharing a joke with him. Finally, when Cedella managed to open the latch, step out into the hall, and pull the door shut, Mrs. Sumner turned her back on Leander. They listened to Cedella’s footsteps retreat down the hall toward the back stairs.

“Come here,” Mrs. Sumner said. He took a couple of steps toward her. “Come here, in front of me,” she said.

He walked around and stood so that he was facing her and placed his hands behind his back.

Mrs. Sumner took a step closer, and then leaned toward him until her face was within inches of his chest. She inhaled deeply, and then circled around him, continuing to sniff. When she stood in front of him again, she said, “Hold out your hands.” He did as he was told. “Have they been washed?”

“No, Ma’am. I came straight away when I was summoned.”

“I have a keen sense of smell,” she said with pride, “and I long ago realized that it served me well in this house. You might say I have a nose for the truth.” She leaned forward slightly and inhaled. “Well,” she said, appearing relieved, “you weren’t over there fornicating, unless you’ve been having at the animals.” She turned away from him, sitting again in the rocking chair. “Now, tell me, Leander Hatch, were you and the maid alone in the stable?”

“Ma’am?”

“Do you not understand the question?”

“Yes, but I—”

“Then answer the question: were the two of you alone in the stable?”

Leander stood up straighter and stared at the wallpaper above Mrs. Sumner. “I don’t know, Ma’am. I was in the loft and I could not tell if anyone else was down below.”

“You saw no one else. You heard no one?”

“The rain, Ma’am.” Leander continued to stare at the wallpaper, which had images of nymphs playing lyres in a garden filled with Roman ruins—toppled columns and collapsed arches which suggested a graceful decadence. “I mostly heard the rain,” he said. “It is very loud on the roof slates.”

Mrs. Sumner didn’t say anything for a long time, and finally he lowered his eyes and saw that she had resumed working on her needlepoint. When she looked up, she seemed surprised to see him standing before her. “That is all,” she said.

Leander went to the door and let himself out into the hall. Evening had come on and there was the smell of lamp oil from the vestibule. He went to the back stairs, which were dark and narrow, winding down to the kitchen. Cedella was sitting on the landing, the tray balanced on her knees, staring out the small window at the courtyard. Tears streamed down her face.

He sat next to her and picked up the tea cup. “You might as well drink this,” he said, pushing the cup towards her. She looked at him. “As long as you don’t mind three lumps.”

She tried to smile as she took the cup from his hand. “It’s cold now,” she whispered as she placed the cup back in its saucer.

“Well, you didn’t warm the pot properly.”

Though she was still weeping, she did smile briefly, holding her hand over her mouth and looking up the stairs. “When she dismissed Lucy Styles, she made sure no other house in Newburyport would take her in.”

“Why was Lucy dismissed?”

“Something about the laundry not being just right, but it was really because of one of the gardeners. When we heard she’d gone to Boston, he disappeared. He went down there and found her working in a brothel. When he tried to take her away from there, he was killed—found in the Charles River with his throat cut.” She turned her head away and looked out the window again.

Leander gazed at the side of her face, her eyelashes, her mouth, the down on her cheeks. She had removed her turban and strands of her black hair floated in the light from the window. She coughed and he saw that there was still the faintest shiver in her back.

“You should get out of those wet things,” he said. “There’s enough fever in Newburyport already.”

“Yes, there’s that, too,” she said. “It’s safer here in a house on High Street, that’s what everyone says. I hear talk,” she said, glancing down the stairs toward the kitchen, “that Doctor Wiggins brought you here after your family died.” She turned to him. “That is true?”

He nodded.

“We had the fever epidemic in Jamaica. Many of my family, gone. After my mother died, my father brought me north. I have lived in this house since I was very small.”

“What happened to your father?”

“During the war Mr. Sumner’s ships went to sea, privateering. They bring back many British ships. Cargo, arms, money—it makes Mr. Sumner very rich. One time my father don’t return from sea. You lose your family, but they stay with you, inside. Forever.”

“I know.”

She got to her feet, holding the tray against her waist. He stood up as well. It was very close, standing there on the landing in the dim light.

“Can I carry that down for you?” he asked.

“Shh.”

A moment later there was the sound of heavy footsteps approaching from the kitchen. Cedella quickly went down the stairs, though just before she turned the corner and passed out of sight she looked back up at him.
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In his rooms, Giles found thirty-one pounds in his desk and another fifteen that he had tucked away in a medical reference. He changed his clothes—his skin was raw from frequent scrubbings with vinegar—and he donned his best cotton shirt and his other frock coat. It was almost nine o’clock when he walked through Market Square, which was unusually quiet for a summer evening. Increasingly, Newburyporters had confined themselves to their homes, yet those who did venture out were now mostly drawn to the Mall out of a macabre curiosity.

He walked up State Street, which was now in cool evening shadow. Once, as a cart passed by, he paused and looked back down toward the square. There were few people coming and going from the shops. The spars and masts of ships loomed above the buildings in Market Square, and seagulls wheeled in the waning sunlight.

Giles continued up State Street. He nodded to Roger Davenport as he entered the front door of Wolfe Tavern. Bradshaw was at the bar, nursing a glass of rum. “Forty-six,” Giles said quietly. “It’s all I could find.” He took out the bills and placed them on the bar.

“We’ve got it,” Bradshaw whispered, looking up and down the bar. He folded up the wad and tucked it into Giles’s coat pocket. “I happened into Merriweather Awls outside the customs house. He’s lost an aunt and has two sick cousins, who have just been delivered to the pest-house.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

Bradshaw squeezed his arm tightly. “My exact sentiments, and when I explained our dilemma, the man took me to his office and emptied his coffers. We have it, Giles, we have five thousand now.”

Giles ordered a tankard of ale. They drank in silence, while the men about them discussed the weather, the tides, and how the price of fish had increased considerably since the seaport had been placed under quarantine.

One of the waitresses came to where they stood at the bar. “Dr. Bradshaw?”

“Yes?”

“If you two gentlemen will follow me, please.”

She led them out the back door. Chimney swifts weaved overhead in the fading light. Directly behind the tavern was a stable, and the waitress gestured toward two young men—sailors, by their tarred pants—who sat on the back of a wagon which was loaded with crates. Uriah Clapp stood next to the wagon, leaning on his cane. The waitress hurried back inside the tavern.

“Gentlemen,” Clapp said. “I trust you have met with success.”

“We’ve got what you want,” Bradshaw said, removing the folded packet from his coat pocket. “Now we would like to have the supplies delivered to the pest-house.”

Clapp smiled. “I’m sure you’ll understand if I decline, Doctor. We must complete our business here now.” He held out his hand; after a moment’s hesitation, Bradshaw gave him the packet. Immediately, the two sailors began unloading the wagon, about twenty wood crates and eight casks. Clapp seemed oblivious to their activity as he thumbed through the contents of packet, until he finally looked up and said, “Yes, very good then.”

Giles went to the crates that had been stacked against the stable wall. He lifted the hasp of one crate and raised the lid. The box was filled with bottles, each bearing apothecary labels. He opened one bottle and sniffed the contents: calomel.

“Of course,” Clapp said as he tucked the packet in the side pocket of his coat. “Do feel free to conduct an inspection.”

“It’s rather dark for that.” Giles returned the bottle. “There is laudanum?”

Clapp came over and he tapped one of the crates with his cane. Giles opened the lid and found the box filled with quart bottles, which had been corked and sealed. Then he went to the next crate and removed a jar; he took out several white pills.

“Satisfied?”

“That’s hardly the word, Mr. Clapp.”

He moved toward the old man, but both sailors stepped forward quickly. Bradshaw grabbed Giles’s arm, and there was a moment where no one did anything.

“Right, then,” Clapp said pleasantly. “We’ll be on our way.” One of the sailors helped him climb up into the wagon.

“You do that!” Giles yanked his arm free of Bradshaw’s grip. “You hasten back down to Boston, Mr. Clapp, if you think it’s safe.”

The sailor standing next to the wagon took a step toward Giles. His grin was inviting, though his broad hand came up and pressed against Giles’s chest.

“All right now, Giles!” Bradshaw again took his arm, firmly this time, and guided him away from the sailor. “I’ve no time to waste treating you for injuries sustained in an alley. I will go into the tavern and arrange for a cart so we can get these supplies up to the pest-house,” he said. “You just wait here.”

Mr. Clapp motioned with his hand and the sailors climbed aboard the wagon; one took the reins and slapped them on the horses’ haunches, and as the wagon moved down the alley, the clop of their hooves echoed off the stable walls. When the rig turned the corner at the end of the building, Mr. Clapp looked back at Giles and touched his hat brim in farewell.


PARTV

Sand and Salt Water


Nineteen

MIRANDA SAT IN THE DINING ROOM EATING BREAKFAST ALONE, except for Cedella, who stood by the pantry door awaiting instructions. But then the door to the front hall opened, and Fields admitted Marie. This morning she was wearing her own dress, blue with lace trim.

“Bonjour, Madame,” she said. Fields held the chair for her at the far end of the table.

Ignoring her, Miranda said, “More coffee, Cedella.” As the maid refilled her cup, she said to Fields, “Where is the beloved master of the house this morning? It was unusually quiet last night. No poetry, no song, no carousers keeping me up till all hours. Is he still asleep?”

Fields, retreating to the door, cleared his throat. “I’m not sure, Ma’am.”

Miranda put her butter knife down on a dish, the clatter stopping Fields before he could escape. “I asked if he was in the house.”

“I’m afraid I don’t rightly know, Madame.”

“Well, find out,” she said firmly. “Search the rooms, climb up to his hideout in the cupola, inspect all the outbuildings, probe the stacks out in the hayfields—but find him.” She cleared her throat and said quietly, “And if you happen across my grandson, tell him I want to see him immediately.”

“Of course, Ma’am.” Fields let himself out of the room, pulling the door shut.

Marie was now being served by Cedella, and she kept her head lowered as she buttered a scone. Miranda turned and looked out the window at the garden. It was a perfect summer’s morning, but it was already too warm for her liking. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” She spoke quite loudly, as though addressing an audience. She glanced down the table; Marie had raised her head, and Cedella stood at attention by the hutch. “I fear I must inform you that you’ll have to seek other arrangements for your lodgings.”

Marie held a forkful of scrambled eggs before her, which she considered a moment before putting it down on her plate. “Madame?”

“You are no longer welcome in this house.” Miranda could feel the pulse on the side of her forehead. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, but, Ma’am, Monsieur Sumner—”

“Even Mr. Sumner’s hospitality is not infinite.”

“You speak with him about this?”

“Are you—” Miranda pushed back her chair, the legs scraping loudly on the floor. “Are you questioning me about matters pertaining to my own house?” She moved down alongside the table, causing Cedella to take a hasty step backward until she bumped into the hutch. “Careful, there’s good china in there that my grandmother brought over from England.” Miranda stood next to Marie and waited for her to raise her head. “You are to leave this house, today, as soon as you’ve finished your breakfast.”

“But Madame—” Now Marie got up from her chair and went to one of the front windows. “This is so sudden very. Where will I find to go?”

“That is not my concern.”

Marie turned from the window, flushed. “But why?”

Miranda looked down at the plate; there was but a spoonful of scrambled egg and a scone nibbled at the corner. Ever since she’d arrived, this woman had shown disdain for the fare offered her—she barely ate, and when she did she assumed an attitude that suggested that she was only doing so out of the necessity. “My grandmother’s china,” she said, picking up the plate, “brought here under great duress. No one should be expected to eat off this plate ever again, now that’s been sullied by your insulting French manners.”

“Madame!”

“Worthless, utterly worthless.” Miranda threw the plate at the door to the kitchen; it shattered, the pieces of china raining down on the floor, sounding like an intricate chime. “You’ve had your breakfast, now get out.” She turned to Cedella, who was shaking. “You accompany her—no assistance, mind you, but you don’t take your eyes off her until she’s out the front door. Be sure that she packs only what belongs to her and nothing more.”

“Oh!” And then Marie released a rapid spray of French.

“Don’t you dare speak that foul language in my presence,” Miranda shouted as she approached Marie. “English is spoken in this house!”

Marie retreated to the corner of the room, still sputtering in French.

“I saw you,” Miranda said, closing in. “I saw you run out of the stable yesterday. I saw you, and I saw Dr. Wiggins—my son.” She now turned again to Cedella. “Isn’t that right, Cedella? They were together in the stable, weren’t they?”

“Ma’am, I—” The maid backed up quickly. “I—” Her head struck the hutch, causing the china to rattle on the shelves, and she slumped to the floor.

Miranda picked up a small embroidered cushion from the nearby wingback chair. She took a step toward Cedella, who looked dazed. Instead Miranda turned and swung the pillow at Marie, hitting her full on the side of the head. It felt good, swinging her arm like that, so she swung again, and again, though now Marie was able to defend herself with her arms. “See what you’re doing to my house, to my family!” Miranda continued to flail away until Marie grabbed the pillow, and as they both pulled and tugged a seam split, sending white feathers into the air, which drifted around them like snow. They both screamed repeatedly, and now Marie was fighting back, swinging her arms and once her palm caught Miranda’s cheek.

The door opened and Fields peered in, but he was too stunned, and perhaps frightened, to act. Marie escaped then, pushing past the butler and running up the front hall stairs.

Miranda took hold of the back of chair and tried to catch her breath. After a moment, she noticed Cedella, who was lying on the floor, her hand on her forehead. “Never have I seen such an accident-prone maid,” Miranda said in disgust. Turning to Fields, who was standing at attention in the doorway, she shouted, “You get that French whore out of this house at once!”

“Ma’am?” Fields said.

Something was clinging to Miranda’s face, and when she brushed her cheeks pillow feathers floated about her head. “I said get her out! If no one can bring this house to order, I’ll do it myself!” She rushed out of the dining room, past the cooks and maids who had gathered in the hall.
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Giles had just finished changing the hot linens on several children when he was summoned to Dr. Bradshaw’s tent, where the crates which had been delivered from Wolfe Tavern were stacked along the back wall.

“Look.” Dr. Bradshaw had a jar in his hand; he removed the cork and poured the contents out on his desk. Several dozen white pills bounced on the wood, followed by sand. Bradshaw opened another jar and dumped its contents on the desk—also mostly sand. “Every one of them, I venture, is like this.” He reached into another crate, taking out several brown bottles. “And these? The bottles on top smell like they contain something—calomel here, most likely diluted. But the bottles underneath: salt water.” He collapsed heavily in the chair behind the desk. “Five thousand pounds, and I’ll bet that when we go through all the crates we won’t have but a few hundred worth of supplies.”

Giles sat on the stool across from Bradshaw and stared at the piles of sand. Bradshaw placed both elbows on the desk and slowly massaged his temples, his eyes closed. Neither man spoke until, finally, Giles leaned forward and with his finger separated one pill from the sand and pushed it to the side. He found another, and then another. Bradshaw did the same. As though they were children idly whiling away their time, their fingers sifted through the sand, separating out pills, which they gathered at one end of the desk.
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Leander was the last to arrive at the noon meal. He had spent the morning greasing carriage wheels and his shirt was soaked with sweat. Reluctantly a gardener made room for him on the end of the bench. Maids carried pots around the table, ladling out fish chowder. Cedella’s forehead was bandaged and wrapped in a piece of yellow linen. When she stopped behind Leander, there seemed to be the slightest hesitation in her hand as she filled his bowl.

After the women left, the blacksmith’s son everyone called Horseshoe repeatedly thumped the underside of the table with his knee. “Fucking on your hands and knees will do that, ye know,” he said. “And them fine headboards can be hard on the noggin, even a mahogany one.”

There was laughter amid the slurping of chowder.

Leander put his spoon down in his bowl, the clatter enough to bring silence to the table. He stared at Horseshoe, who after a moment smiled, revealing large, crooked teeth. “What, the new boy find a fish bone? In his trousers, would it be?”

Again, there was laughter, but it was different this time, nervous, constrained.

Leander stood up.

Mr. Penrose’s son Benjamin said, “Horseshoe is always looking for a fight with a new boy.” His voice was oddly matter-of-fact, friendly. “It gives him a sense of worth, I believe.”

“If he wants a fight, he’s got one,” Leader said.

Horseshoe appeared pleased and was getting to his feet, when Mr. Penrose said, “Not until we’ve finished our dinner. Then both you take it outside.”

He resumed eating, as did everyone else.

Leander went out the back door and waited in the yard between the stable and the hen house. After a few minutes the men began to come out into the yard and gather along the paddock fence. When Benjamin passed by Leander, he said quietly, “Mind those teeth—he likes to bite.”

Mr. Penrose moved along the fence, taking bets.

“All right,” Horseshoe said, walking in a slow circle in the center of the yard. “Let’s see what you’ve got, new boy.”

He crouched down, raised his arms, and moved toward Leander. The first swing missed, but the second found Leander’s ribs and he fell down in the dirt, the wind knocked out of him. The men applauded. Leander was getting to his knees when Horseshoe kicked him—though he fended off the blow with his arm, he was knocked to the ground again.

Horseshoe turned toward the fence and held out his hands to the men, as though he weren’t responsible for such a sorry exhibition, causing them to laugh.

Leander got to his feet and he and Horseshoe circled each other, until the blacksmith struck with a quick series of jabs to the face. Leander was dazed and blood ran from his nose down into his mouth, tasting of salt. The men were now cheering. Horseshoe landed a few more punches, one causing a deafening ringing in Leander’s ear. The next time Horseshoe tried to kick, Leander caught his boot with both hands, twisted his leg until he fell to the ground, which brought an explosion of shouts along the fence.

Leander jumped on Horseshoe, and they rolled in the dirt, wrestling and trying to land punches. Horseshoe was older—he might have been in his mid-twenties—and he was heavier. His girth was substantial but hard. There was a great deal of clutching and grabbing, and at one point Horseshoe squeezed Leander so hard he thought his ribs would crack. Then Horseshoe bit Leander, his teeth sinking into the thick muscle around his left shoulder.

After that Leander wasn’t sure what happened. Somehow they were on their feet again and he was so angry he became reckless, swinging wildly. Horseshoe landed many punches, but it only made Leander madder. Then he realized that Horseshoe was tiring—he was probably used to defeating his opponents quickly. He was gasping for air and his soaked shirt clung to his chest. Leander’s right fist caught him square on the jaw, which snapped his head back, and he pounded the stomach, until Horseshoe doubled over and threw up fish chowder. Horseshoe now swung desperately, but Leander was able to dodge and circle, occasionally landing another blow. When he caught Horseshoe on the cheek with his right fist, the blacksmith dropped to his knees. Leander waited. Horseshoe stared up at him, looking both dreamy and baffled, before he fell forward into the dirt.

Most of the men along the fence were quiet, disappointed. However, a few, including Mr. Penrose, gathered coins in their hats. Leander held his bleeding shoulder as he turned away from them and walked out into the orchard.
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Late afternoon Giles rode in the wagon up Old Hill Burying Ground. There were two diggers who wore bandannas over their noses and mouths, giving them the appearance of highway robbers. They took the three cadavers off the wagon and swung them into the pit.

“You see, the pit is getting full, Doctor,” one of them said as he shoveled lime down on the new bodies. “But before we make it bigger, we wants to get paid first, don’t we, Timothy? We ain’t been paid like Dr. Bradshaw said.”

“Paid? Paid in corpses, yes sir,” Timothy said. “We been here three days—since the others quit—but we ain’t seen not a penny.”

Giles looked down the hill toward the pest-house. Thick columns of smoke billowed from the laundry vats, and outside the fence the vendors’ stalls were doing a fair business. Someone was playing a hand organ.

“All right, I’ll talk to Dr. Bradshaw and you’ll get your money tonight. But first you need to make the grave larger—” and taking long strides, he walked away from one end of the pit, and then stopped—“at least to here.”

“How long’s this thing going to last?” the wagon driver asked.

“I don’t know,” Giles said. “The weather’s hot, there’s frequent rain, and our medical supplies are running out, so my guess is we’re a long way from out of it. You open up the ground to here—and deep, you must go deep. Then come down for your wages.”

Both the diggers stood with their hands folded on top of their shovels.

“Look,” Giles said. “You think I’m getting paid? You think all those people down there helping out are getting paid? They volunteered, every one of them.”

“Many of them’s dark-skinned,” Timothy said, “and from their accents you can tell they’re from some island down south there.”

Giles walked over and stood in front of Timothy. Above the bandanna the man’s eyes were weary, bloodshot. “They volunteered, most of them, because they’ve had the fever. They know what it’s like, what it can do to a community. I’ll wager that every one of them has lost family.”

Timothy didn’t move.

“Dammit, man.” Giles took the shovel out of his hands and went to the edge of the pit, where he began digging. He worked furiously without looking up, until Timothy came over to him. Giles was sweating heavily and he was out of breath.

“All right, we’ll dig your hole,” Timothy said, taking his shovel back. “And then we come down the hill for our pay.”

The two men began to stab their shovels into the ground.

The wagon driver said, “Come on, Doctor, you’ve made your point, now climb aboard and I’ll take you back.”

“No. I’ll walk, thank you.”

Giles started down the hill, brushing his hands off on his pants. When he reached level ground he passed through the small village of stalls and tents. Hawkers bellowed and the air was heavy with the smell of cooking. People standing in his way saw something in his face that caused them to move aside quickly.

When he reached the pest-house gate he found Dr. Wilberforce Strong with the Reverend Cary. They were overseeing the erection of a banner above the stage, which read: Ye Must Trust in Him. Only the Hand of God Will Save You.

Giles climbed up on to the stage and took hold of Dr. Strong’s lapels. People began shouting. Dr. Strong’s eyes, shaded by thick white eyebrows, gazed defiantly at Giles, until he finally let go of the old man.

Dr. Strong tugged at his coat and then fussed with his wig. “God witnesses all.”

“Indeed, He does, Doctor,” Giles said. “Indeed, He does.”

Giles stepped down off the stage, and the guard opened the gate for him. He walked quickly through the pest-house and entered Dr. Bradshaw’s tent. The air was stifling inside, full of flies and mosquitoes.

He stopped short, letting the canvas flap drop behind him.

Marie was sitting on the stool in front of the desk.

“There you are, Giles,” Dr. Bradshaw said pleasantly. “We have a new recruit.”


Twenty

IN THE EARLY EVENING, SAMUEL CAME TO MIRANDA’S ROOM.

“I’ve got just the thing for Father.” He took a small brown vial from his pocket.

“What is it?”

“I don’t remember the name, but I understand it’ll do the trick—a few drops at a time,” he said as he tucked the vial back in his pocket. “A little in his wine. A little on his haddock. A little in his rum.”

“Where did you get such a thing?”

He stretched out on her bed, kicking off his shoes before she could protest. “You remember Winslow Manes?”

“That boy you went to school with, the one that was completely addled.”

“Hm, yes. Well, he’s a constable now. An uncle got him on the force.” Samuel folded his hands behind his head. “Ran into him last night and he said he could help me out, for a price, of course.”

“And where did he get it?”

“Who knows?”

Samuel gazed up at the ceiling. He was keeping something from her—Miranda could always tell.

“Look at me,” she said. When he turned his head and stared at her, his eyes blank, a little startled, she said, “Samuel.”

He sat up on the bed suddenly. “Well, I’ll tell you, I don’t know exactly, but Manes and some other fellows in the constabulary, they’ve been involved in something. I know this because he asked me about the meeting here yesterday. He knew all these High Street gents were coming to our house, and he was very curious about the outcome. He knew there was a question of raising money.” Samuel paused a moment, baffled. “Don’t you see, Grandmother? If Winslow knew they were here because the doctors needed money to buy these medicines that had gone stolen, then it only makes sense that he knew something about the stealing.”

“Of course, dear.” Miranda picked up her needlepoint. “So, he sold you this—whatever it is in that little bottle.”

Samuel slipped his feet back into his shoes, went to the window, and looked down into the courtyard. “You sent Marie away.”

“I threw her out, yes.”

“I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“I couldn’t tolerate her presence anymore.”

“You might have asked me first.”

She looked up from her needlepoint. “Why would I ask permission?”

“Well, just that—”

“I spoiled your designs.” She laughed until he turned from the window, hurt and angry. “Oh, my dear, you don’t think you would have—well, she … she’s not your.…”

“My what?”

“Darling, your dalliances with the cooks and maids, don’t they keep you busy enough? Goodness, they are plentiful.”

“And dull as cows.”

“Oh, I see,” Miranda said. “Intellectual stimulation is what you desire.” She picked up her needlepoint again. “Really, Samuel, it’s just because she speaks that bloody awful French.”

“Around here one doesn’t get much opportunity to speak French.”

“No. A pity, I suppose. I don’t know, I thought her a bit … thin.”

“Grandmother, you couldn’t recognize real beauty if it fell in your plentiful lap.”

He went to the door but stopped when she put her needlepoint down.

“Listen to me,” she said quietly. “When this is over with your father, you can go back to Paris, if you like. Speak French all you want. Buy lots of dainty shoes.”

“Indeed, that’s just what I’ll do,” he said. “And what will you do?”

She looked up, startled.

“What? Continue to sit here in this room, issuing orders to Fields?”

Miranda got to her feet and went to the window. “Go,” she said.

“The money won’t mean much, if you don’t know how to live.”

“Careful, Samuel.” She heard him raise the door latch. “Tell me,” she said, forcing him to hesitate. “There was a commotion out there today, out behind the stable. I could hear the men.”

“Some fight. The usual thing—Horseshoe testing the mettle of the new boy.”

“Really?”

Samuel opened the door. “Evidentially, the new boy acquitted himself quite well.”

“Did he?”

“He’ll be sorry, of course.”

“Yes, I suppose.”

She didn’t turn but listened to the door latch close behind him.
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The daughter of one of the cooks came and found Leander lying on his cot. Silently taking him by the hand, the girl led him into the house and down cellar to the laundry, where the air was warm and steamy and the voices of women echoed off the stone walls. She brought him to a small room lined with shelves neatly stacked with folded linen and towels.

Cedella was ironing a table cloth. She took a piece of licorice from her apron and handed it to the girl. “Thank you, Aurora.” The girl looked once more at Leander, then left the room, pulling the door closed behind her.

“Sit,” Cedella said, gesturing toward a stool.

Leander sat down.

“Aurora’s father told us about it.” She got a pail of water from the corner of the room and placed it on the floor. “That shirt, you’ll have to remove it if I’m to do something about this bite. Didn’t anyone warn you about Horseshoe?”

“Benjamin Penrose did,” Leander said as he unbuttoned his shirt.

She squeezed the water out of a sponge and stood before him, looking at his shoulder, her eyes growing large with wonder. “My God,” she whispered.

“It’s nothing,” he said. She placed the sponge on his shoulder, and the pain nearly caused him to jump up off the stool. He took a deep breath and settled back on his seat.

“I wonder if Horseshoe isn’t rabid,” she said. He watched those eyes, their deep concentration, as she tenderly worked the sponge around the tooth marks, loosening the dried blood. “Like a wild animal.” She turned and leaned over to rinse out the sponge. Leander gazed at the curve of her back, the flare of her hips, but as she straightened up he quickly turned his head away. When she resumed daubing at his wound, she said, “It was very foolish of you. You should not have won.”

“Thank you very much. Did you bet on Horseshoe?”

“Stupid boy. You don’t understand, do you?” She glared at him as she dropped the bloody sponge in the pail of water. “Every new boy gets into it with Horseshoe, eventually. He always wins, and after that everything is fine. It’s like a horse, you get broken in.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

She reached up and took a towel down off the top shelf, and briefly Leander’s eye wandered again, this time to an exposed ankle, until she turned back to him. “It’s not a question of disappointment. It’s—” She didn’t want to continue, and carefully she began to dry his shoulder. He looked down and saw the neat circle of bite marks, and the skin a deep rose color. “This will all turn black and blue,” she said. “And you’ll probably be very stiff for several days.”

He looked up at her. “You were saying, about what I don’t understand.”

“Horseshoe, he’s embarrassed, defeated now.”

“He asked for it.”

“That is not the point. It’s not over.”

“I see.”

“No, Leander Hatch, I don’t think you do.”

He was surprised by the vehemence in her voice, and by the fact that it was the first time she had called him by his name, his full name. It meant that she had made inquiries about him. He wasn’t just the new boy to her. “Tell me something,” he said.

“What?”

“The licorice, where do you get it?”

“There’s a woman goes door to door, selling candies and the sort to the staff along High Street—so seldom do we get away from these houses, don’t you know.”

“Can I tell you something?” She nodded. “I love licorice.”

“You do, do you?” Smiling, she slipped her hand down into her apron pocket. “And you’d like me to give you some?”

He nodded.

She removed her hand from her pocket and held it out, the palm empty. “Sorry, Aurora got my last piece.”

“Well, perhaps you could give me something else.”

She wasn’t smiling now and her eyes had turned cautious. “And what would that be?”

“I was wondering.” He reached across and gently massaged the skin around Horseshoe’s bite, which was very tender. “I was wondering what your name was. Round here, everyone just calls you Cedella.”

Her eyes couldn’t conceal her surprise. “It’s Evora,” she said.

“Cedella Evora,” he said as though he were trying to taste the words in his mouth. “Yes, well, thank you for looking after my shoulder, Cedella Evora.”

She leaned forward and studied his bite marks once more. “It’s clean now, and I think it would be better without a bandage. Let the air at it.”

He looked at her forehead. “And how’s that? It looks quite swollen.”

She touched the linen turban above her right eyebrow. “It’ll be fine.”

He stood up from the stool and took a step closer. “Let me see?”

“Lately I seem to be taking a great many knocks on the head.” She backed away from him, until she was against the shelves.

“I can see that it’s swollen,” he said. “But that should go down soon.” He reached up to touch her forehead, but she drew her head back.

“I won’t hurt you.”

“No, I know,” she said, though her eyes were large with fear. “Not in the way you mean. Tell me—” Then she took his hand in hers and held his fingertips against her cheek. “Tell me what you think about this.”

“It’s smooth.”

“But what color is it?”

“Difficult to say, really. Depends on the light. Brown and yellow here. And—”

“Black,” she said. “You do not see that this is black?”

“No. It isn’t black.”

“But it is. If it is not white, it is black.”

“Not to me. It’s you. It’s your face.”

She leaned into him then, letting go of his wrist and both arms encircling his back. He buried his face in her turban, which smelled of soap. She tilted her head back and kissed him, her mouth open and warm, and her fingers dug into his skin.
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They worked throughout the night, washing patients, wrapping them in boiled linens, applying hot stones and bricks. Marie was particularly effective in calming children who tended to become hysterical, and she sang French lullabies with the West Indian women. At dawn Giles found her in a tent, sitting by a child’s cot, nearly asleep.

“You must rest,” he said.

“This wax-coat, it is most hot. What I would like is a change of the clothes.” She continued to wipe the perspiration from the girl’s face. “All I have is what I am wearing. I am the no longer blessed by your mother’s fine wardrobe.”

“We should get out of here for a while. After you take a vinegar bath, they will give you something fresh to wear,” he said. “After I make some entries in the ledger, I’ll bathe and meet you outside the gate.”

He went to Dr. Bradshaw’s tent and recorded that there had been five new patients admitted and that there had been two more deaths. It was first light when he scrubbed himself down with hot vinegar. He found Marie waiting outside the pest-house, wearing a plain gray dress that was too large. She offered him a formal, mock curtsy. They started across the Mall, listening to the first song birds. It had been a hot, humid night, but now the air was fresh and cool.

“Hungry?” he asked when they reached State Street.

“No,” she said. “This vinegar smell—it does nothing for the appetite, and it itches.”

“I’ve scrubbed in it so many days now, I have little sense of smell left.”

“You know what I would like?” she asked. “To go swimming.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I have spent the last few years in the Caribbean and every morning I would bathe in the ocean. It is what I have missed most since coming here. Is the swim possible?”

“Indeed it is.”

Marie took his arm as they walked down State Street, which was empty except for a few stray animals, cats perched on stoops, dogs sniffing at the ground, and a small pig that was gnawing on a head of cabbage.

“You appeared familiar with the work at the pest-house.”

“Too much familiar,” she said. “The first winter after I arrive from France, I nearly die from the fever.” She turned her head away from him. After a moment, she said, “I had a daughter, she was not yet three.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Was there a husband?”

She still did not look at him. “There was a father, of course, but I would never call him a husband.” Then, turning back to him, her eyes searched his face until she seemed to have come to some decision. “I must to tell you the truth. This dress I am wearing—it is more the appropriate.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My English,” she said, frustrated. “Giles. Now I want to tell you something. Your brother’s son, Samuel, when I met him in St. Barts he believe I am of the royal family, trying to escape the revolution. He offer to me to sail with him to America. For this reason I … I do not know how to say this.”

“You let him continue to believe that you were royalty.”

“Is this to be the liar?”

“Not exactly.”

“I must to tell you the truth now. I am not … my mother, she scrubbed the floors in a fine houz. My father, he was the master of this houz.…”

“I understand, Marie.”

“It is a lie and I feel shame for it.”

“Don’t. This is America, and for most of us titles and royal lineage and all that, they don’t hold much water.”

“Hold much water?”

“It’s an expression, meaning we don’t find it very important here.”

“But your brother, he is—”

“Enoch is a fool. But there are fools, and there are rich fools. He is a rich fool. He didn’t use to be this way, but it came with the money.”

“And your mother? I find this feeling from her immediately, and I did not believe it will be long that I am to remain in that houz. She can—how do you say—add the insult to injury?”

“Close enough.”

In Market Square vendors were busy sweeping out their stalls or setting up tables to display their wares. A flock of seagulls fought over scraps left by a fishmonger. Below the square Giles and Marie walked along the Merrimack. Downriver the sun was rising, casting the spars and masts overhead in shades of rose. When they reached The Golden Hand, they found Emanuel and his wife Sameeka on deck, watching their two children who were in the river, clinging to a rope that ran on the swift current out from the rail. They shrieked with joy, splashing each other.

The little girl looked up at Giles and Marie, and shouted, “Bon jour!”

“Bon jour!” Marie said, and she began conversing with Sameeka in French. The two women walked together toward the bow of the ship, arm in arm. They whispered and laughed as though they were conspiring together—as though they had known each other for a long time.


Twenty-One

WHEN ENOCH APPEARED IN THE DINING ROOM FOR BREAKFAST, Miranda dismissed Cedella, saying she would serve her son herself. The master of the house was clearly in a foul mood, hacking and coughing as he slumped into a chair at one end of the table. Samuel did not look up from his breakfast.

“Tea, darling?” Miranda said.

Enoch blew his nose. “What did you do to Marie?” he said through his handkerchief.

“She’s been sent away.” Miranda sighed as she poured his tea. “Her morals were in question, and I was afraid they would have a detrimental effect upon this household.”

“Her morals?” Enoch laughed as he balled up his handkerchief and dropped it on the table. “How can you question her morals? In this house?” Casting a sidelong glance and Samuel, he leaned over and spat in the handkerchief. “Besides, she’s royalty.”

“Sugar?” Miranda asked. Without waiting for an answer, she added two teaspoons of sugar to his tea. Rather than returning to her seat at the far end of the table, she sat in the chair directly across from Samuel, who kept his head down as he carved up a thick slab of ham, which was coated with egg yoke. “That girl is no more royalty than you are.”

Her son was not completely awake, and he was, of course, still feeling the effects of last night’s libations. He looked at her suspiciously, as though he were hard of hearing. “What do you mean?”

“Really, Enoch. Since the French started lopping off the heads, it seems America has been invaded by royalty. Isn’t that right, Samuel?”

“Hm,” he said, chewing.

“Come now, drink up, it’ll do you good.” Miranda nudged the cup and saucer toward her son. “My guess is that the only time she was even in the presence of royalty was when she was on her back beneath some minor viscount.”

Enoch picked up his tea cup and took a sip and appeared dissatisfied. “She was a guest in this house, my house,” he said as he placed the cup in its saucer, though not quite squarely, so that some of the tea spilled.

“You must be more careful.” Miranda took his napkin, picked up the cup, and blotted the tea in the saucer; she refilled the cup and added another teaspoon of sugar. “You may bring your entourage through here, and you may frequent certain establishments down on the waterfront, but when a woman like that lives under your own roof it changes everything. I have my reputation to think of, you know.”

Enoch drank some tea. He looked miserable. “What exactly did she do while she was under this roof?” He shot a look at Samuel. “She didn’t do you any favors, on her back, or on her knees?”

Samuel shook his head as he swallowed. “M-mn.”

“I should say not,” Enoch said. “That girl’s not stupid. Nor is she blind.”

Miranda turned toward the pantry and nearly shouted, “Cedella.”

Immediately, the maid pushed through the swinging pantry door. “Ma’am?”

“Tell Master Sumner what you observed in the stable yesterday afternoon.”

The girl seemed frozen with fear.

“Come on, child. Tell him how you saw our house guest in the throes of passion in one of our carriages. Tell him how you were so aghast that you ran out of the stable in the pouring rain, spilling the basket of eggs in hand.”

Cedella merely stared at them, horrified.

“In one of my carriages?” Enoch said. “Which one?”

“The diligence,” Miranda said.

“The diligence,” Enoch said, turning to the girl, who nodded her head reluctantly. “She … she was in my diligence with … a man?”

Cedella’s eyes slid toward Miranda, who said, “Go ahead. It’s all right.”

The maid stood up a little straighter, as though she had decided she might as well show bravery in the face of her imminent execution. “I cannot say, Ma’am.” Her voice was unusually loud.

Miranda scrutinized the maid for a moment, then smiled and said, “Well, you’ve got some back to you, don’t you.”

“Cannot say?” Enoch demanded. “Who was the man?”

“Our doctor,” Miranda said.

“Giles?” Enoch glared at Miranda.

“Yes.” Miranda tucked a few strands of hair up into the bun that was piled on her head. “I’m afraid that would be the case.”

“This tea,” Enoch said. “It’s … ghastly.” He pointed an accusing finger at the maid. “Bring me the rum.”

“Sir?”

“Has that lump on your forehead made you deaf?” He pointed to the glass decanters on the hutch. “I want … the rum … here.”

“Of course, sir.”

As Cedella brought the rum, Miranda looked across the table at Samuel, who only glanced up for a moment, his mouth full. “Well,” she said, “I suppose this is shocking news, darling, which requires a drop, or.…” She watched Enoch add rum to his tea. “Here,” she said picking up his teaspoon, “perhaps I could sweeten that a bit.” She stirred in more sugar, and after he picked up the cup and drank, she asked, “Better?”

Enoch looked up at the maid, who obediently took several steps back from the table. He ran his tongue around his lips, looking uncertain, but said, “Yes, I suppose that’s what it needs.” He took another drink of his tea.

Miranda rolled her eyes toward Samuel, who was spreading jam on his toast.

When Enoch put his teacup down, he cleared his throat and spat in his handkerchief again. “Mother, I know what you’re doing.”

She looked at him; his gray eyes were stern, emboldened by the rum. “What do you mean?” she said.

“Sometimes I think you’re trying to kill me.”

The air came out of her as though someone had hit her hard on the chest. “Really.”

Enoch turned to his son and said, “You’re probably in on it, too.”

“Nmm,” Samuel said, as his fingers rooted around in his mouth, and then he pulled out a masticated strand of gristle.

“Don’t contradict me,” Enoch said.

“My dear,” Miranda said pleasantly, “since you were a boy in short pants you’ve been convinced that the world is conspiring against you.”

Enoch leaned back in his chair, parting his coat. Protruding from the waist of his silk pants was the pearl handle of a small revolver, which he pulled out and laid on the table next to the teacup. “We have a guest—a refugee, a royal refugee—from a foreign country in our house. A personage that brings to our humble surroundings a modicum of grace and distinction, and you, both of you, immediately begin to conspire against her—against my wishes.”

“Your wishes?” Miranda’s laugh lilted with sarcasm. “Please, spare me the usual diatribe about how America will never be a great country without its own royal order.”

“One can take this business of democracy too far,” Enoch barked.

“You’re just upset that your delusional designs on that girl have been thwarted.”

“I’ll tell you what’s delusional—it’s Giles being your physician. And you insisted that he treat Marie, and look where they end up—fornicating, in a carriage?” He leaned toward Miranda, leering. “In the French diligence, no less, the one I had shipped over from Lyon?”

“Enoch, really. You would have preferred they had carried on in the hay wagon? No, that would be too democratic. And as for being my doctor, he is my son, after all.”

“But only my half-brother, nothing but a barber surgeon, skilled at extracting teeth.” He picked up his teacup and drained it. And then his gaze became fixated, as he stared toward the light from the windows. “Open it,” he said. After a moment, he glanced at the maid, and said angrily, “The window—open it. Wide.”

Cedella quickly went to the nearest window and with some effort pushed the sash up as far as it would go. Enoch picked up his pistol and aimed it at the girl as she turned from the window. She shrieked, falling to her hands and knees, just as he fired. The report was deafening, and there was angry cawing as birds flew up and away from the trees that loomed over the side yard. Samuel bolted out of his chair and fled the dining room, choking on his food. In an effort to maintain a sense of poise, Miranda removed her handkerchief from her sleeve and waved it in front of her face, but it was pointless—the dining room was filled with blue smoke and the smell of gunpowder.

“Crows, they raid the garden,” Enoch said with some satisfaction. “I will not have them on my property.”
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After breakfast, Benjamin Penrose told Leander to help him hitch a team to the hay wagon, and then they set out down High Street, heading south toward Newbury. Like his father, he had a ruddy completion from the summer sun and from drink. He often grinned as though he was sharing a joke with Leander, and when he wasn’t talking he liked to whistle softly, which seemed to have a calming effect upon the horses in the stable.

“Where are we going?” Leander asked.

“Just a little errand to Newbury, if we ever get there.” Benjamin clucked his tongue, but the horses refused to pick up their pace. He glanced at Leander. “You have any more trouble with Horseshoe?”

“At table this morning he just smiled at me—those teeth, you know. But some of the others, they treated me … I don’t know.”

“With respect,” Benjamin said. “They won’t say so outright, but they’re glad somebody finally put that bastard down in the dirt. But it’s a delicate thing because he’s one of the few that was born and raised in the Sumner household. That confers a privilege of sorts.”

“Were you born there?”

“No,” Benjamin said. “I came from Rowley twenty years ago, after my mother died and my father lost his farm—she just dropped dead one day in the kitchen. Her heart just give out. I was maybe six.”

Leander studied Benjamin a moment; he was tall and his hands were enormous. “Horseshoe, did he beat you when you first came to the house?”

“No, he never did.” Benjamin slapped the reins on the horses’ haunches, and they picked up the pace for a few strides, before settling into a determined walk. “I’m the only one, I guess. Horseshoe and I are about the same age, and he’s bigger—fatter—but he must have just known he wouldn’t have a chance with me, so he’s left me alone.”

“That’s why—”

“Why, what?”

“Why everyone treats you the way they do. Your father is supposed to be in charge of the stable, but the first thing anyone says is that you really run things.”

“My father has been head groom all these years. When his time’s up, I’ll run the stable, I suppose. A man that runs a stable receives a fair amount of respect, provided he keeps good horses. Say what you want about Mr. Sumner, he keeps good horses.” Benjamin turned and smiled at Leander. “Horseshoe doesn’t like it—being stuck back there working over the hot bellows with his father—but there’s nothing he can do about it. He doesn’t have the brains to run a stable. And he isn’t going to like it when he learns that you’re going to become my assistant.”

“I am?”

“As of today. So you watch yourself, and you do as I say. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

Just before Newbury green, they were stopped by two guards—farm boys with hunting rifles. Benjamin handed a folded sheet of paper to the taller of the two, who didn’t bother to open it.

“We’re picking up a load at Simon Moss’s farm,” Benjamin said.

“Ain’t you Benjamin Penrose?” the tall one said.

“I am. You’re the Miller boys, right?”

They both nodded.

“I believe you have a sister that’s married to my cousin, Obediah. How is she?”

The tall one tipped the folded sheet of paper and several coins slid out into his palm. “Big as a cow, again.” He handed the paper back up to Benjamin.

“Thanks, boys.” Benjamin handed the slip of paper to Leander and slapped the reins. “Give my best to your sister.”

As the wagon approached the forked road at the head of the green, Leander opened the slip of paper. There was no writing on it.

Benjamin said, “I doubt they can read anyway.”
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Emanuel’s wife, Sameeka, was notoriously beautiful. West Indians were frequently seen about Newburyport’s waterfront, but she had a bearing that caused people to stop and gape as she passed on the wharves or on her way to market. She was tall with a long, slow stride. Her cheekbones were pronounced, her nose broad, and her mouth full and wide. Her dark skin had a polished sheen, and when her hair was loose it fell to her waist.

As she and Marie prepared breakfast together, they spoke French rapidly, laughing often, and the children, wrapped in towels from swimming, hovered about the two women in the galley. When the meal was ready, they all sat at the table and ate fried flounder, porridge sweetened with honey, and black raspberry currant spread on warm flat bread. Strong tea was served in thick clay bowls. Moving back and forth between English and French, the two women talked about food, subjects that Newburyporters never tired of: how to prepare fish, where to dig for shellfish, where the best raspberry and blueberry patches were located. Giles watched Marie and realized that it wasn’t just the change in dress; she was as at home here aboard this old schooner as she was in Enoch’s well-appointed house on High Street.

When she was finished eating, Sameeka began braiding her daughter’s hair.

Marie asked Emanuel, “How did you meet?”

He held up his right arm, the stump wrapped in leather with a protruding hook. “We had a run-in with a British corsair off of Jamaica, and though we were faster their carronade raked us good before we got out of range. I took a big splinter through the hand. It felt like Jesus Christ nailed to the cross, I tell you, and the doctor here removed the problem with a few quick strokes. Eventually we put in at Kingston. Sameeka worked at an inn there, and she kept me from bleeding to death. So I married her and brought her north.”

Sameeka said something quiet in French, which made Marie laugh. Emanuel, who understood, looked embarrassed, but then he rubbed his son’s head and smiled. He turned to Giles and said, “It has already been decided that Marie can stay here with us.”

“You are too kind,” Giles said to Sameeka. He got to his feet. “Now I must go to my rooms for a change of clothes, and get some sleep before returning to the pest-house.”

“I will come by in several hours and go with you,” Emanuel said, and then to Marie, “I am beginning to go a little mad tied up so long here in harbor. Ordinarily, this time of year we would be coasting between Castine and Boston, delivering goods.”

Giles looked at Marie. “When they’re away from port, I nearly starve.”

Sameeka laughed and spoke in French, which made Marie blush, but then she laughed, too. “You need a woman who can take care of you, Giles,” Sameeka said. “You are a hopeless man this way. I do not even know if a good woman can salvage you now.”

“You’re probably right,” Giles said. “But I thank you for the meal, as always.”

He started up the companionway, and Marie followed him. On deck there was a fresh sea breeze coming across the river basin. At the rail, Marie took his hand and stared at him for a moment, her eyes bright, and then she kissed him quickly. He started down the gangplank to the wharf, but paused—he wanted to ask her if she would come back to his rooms with him, despite his exhaustion. But when he turned around he saw that she had already crossed to the port side of the boat, where she opened a gate in the rail. She crossed her arms and drew the gray dress up over her head, and dropped it on the deck. She was naked, silhouetted against the morning sun. Raising her long, slender arms, she bent her legs and dove into the river.
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Miranda decided to spend some time in her garden before the day became too hot. She wore her wide-brimmed straw hat and weeded on her hands and knees. She had conscripted Cedella to help, and the girl was working along the fence. After a while, Samuel strolled out from the house and stood at the edge of the garden. Miranda sat back on her haunches and with a handkerchief mopped the perspiration from her face. He didn’t say anything, but just looked at the flowers, his hands in his pockets. It was remarkable that he could look so proprietary yet so utterly stupid at the same time.

“The roses are coming along nicely,” he said.

“Cedella, fetch me a glass of water.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

As the girl got to her feet, she let out a startled yelp.

“What is it now?” Miranda said.

The girl was staring at the ground. Samuel walked over, bent down, and picked up a large dead bird by its feet. The feathers were a glossy blue-black in the sunlight, and there was a bloody, gaping wound in its chest.

“It’s Father’s crow,” Samuel said, incredulous.

“I gather that,” Miranda said. “Must have been sheer luck. Do get rid of it.”

Samuel tossed the bird over the high, whitewashed fence into the street. “Done,” he said, brushing his hands together as he walked back toward the house.
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South of Newbury green, Benjamin and Leander came to the farm owned by Simon Moss. They pulled the wagon inside the barn, and Benjamin instructed Leander to begin loading it with boxes of vegetables and fruit.

Benjamin started across the barnyard.

“Where’re you going?” Leander asked.

Benjamin looked over his shoulder and said, “You are to take your sweet time and stay there in the shade of the barn. Understand?”

“No, I don’t understand.”

“If you’re going to be my assistant, you’re going to have to just do as I say.”

Benjamin continued across the yard to a small outbuilding, and when he opened the door Leander caught a glimpse of a woman with long blond hair. Benjamin stepped inside and pulled the door shut.

“‘Take your time,’ he says.” Leander picked up one of the crates and placed it in the back of the wagon. It was full of carrots—he broke one off a bunch, went over to a pile of hay, and lay down. “I’m taking my time.” He cleaned the dirt off the carrot. “Yes, this is fine. I’ll just eat this nice carrot, then I’ll load another crate, and then maybe I’ll take a little nap. This job could take the rest of the morning.”

As he bit into the hard, sweet carrot he heard a sound from farther back in the barn, and it made him sit up. There were stalls with horses, but this was the sound of footsteps, running footsteps.

Leander got up from the pile of hay and walked back through the barn. Horses gazed from their stalls with large, suspicious eyes. The doors at the back of the barn were open and he could look out on sloping green acres of tilled fields. Miles in the distance was the salt marsh which lay inside Plum Island. Leander stood at the edge of the shade cast by the barn roof, feeling the heat come up off the sun-dried earth. There was no one in sight, no movement other than some birds pecking at the ground.

He turned and went back into the barn, but stopped short—hanging on a peg just inside the door was a leather satchel. He approached and took the shoulder strap down off the peg and held the satchel in his hands. The leather was smooth and nearly black from wear, but the flap was held closed by a new buckle. The old buckle had broken off, and one night last winter Leander’s mother had sewn this new one on—they were her stitches, tight, close together, as familiar to him as her signature. He hung his father’s satchel up on the peg and looked down across the fields again. There was no one in sight.

He started back toward the wagon, but then he stopped at one of the stalls. A bay hung its head out over the stall gate and he fed it the carrot. With his free hand he rubbed the horse’s soft nose, the warmth of her breath on his face. When the horse finished the carrot, Leander turned to go back to the wagon, but through the open gate of the opposite stall he noticed a stack of crates. He went into the stall and lifted the lid on one of the crates. It was full of bottles. He took one out, which had a label that read Quinine. He looked in another crate, which contained bottles filled with powders and pills. They were labeled as well. Calomel, tartar emetic, mercury, castor oil. laudanum. There were a good thirty crates, stacked up in the back of the stall.

Leander returned to the wagon, which he began loading, slowly, with fruit and vegetables.


PARTVI

Saints and Salvation


Twenty-Two

THE WOMAN’S SCREAMS COULD BE HEARD THROUGHOUT THE pest-house, relentless, horrific shrieks that became louder than the last until, just as Giles arrived at her tent, she fainted. Dr. Bradshaw continued to tighten the tourniquet, but he could not stop the blood that was spurting from her arm. Giles placed both hands about the incision in her forearm. He squeezed hard, but warm blood only gushed up between his fingers.

“I lanced her other arm this morning,” Bradshaw said, “and had no trouble stopping it.”

Her name was Greta Bundt. She might have been fifty. Her arms were plump and her face was the color of bread dough. Suddenly her body convulsed, two, three times, her arm ripped out of Giles’s hands and blood spewed everywhere—and just as suddenly she sank back on the cot as though pressed down by some enormous phantom weight and she became absolutely still. Soon the blood stopped pulsing out of the wound in her arm. He could feel warm blood running down his face, and below his waxed coat his trousers were soaked. Her eyes were open, unmoving. “She’s gone,” he said.

He looked up and saw that Marie had stepped inside the tent.

“It is their only chance,” Bradshaw said.

“No, Doctor, it’s not.” Giles was surprised by the vehemence in his own voice.

“You’re piling hot rocks on them,” Bradshaw said hoarsely, “and that is no remedy.”

“At least it doesn’t kill them.” Immediately, Giles regretted what he had said.

“I’ll not have a surgeon telling me how to tend to my patients,” Bradshaw yelled. “Bleeding is sound medical practice.” He stood up and left the tent.

Giles looked down at the dead woman as he removed his waxed coat, streaked with blood. Marie came over and stood beside him, and after a moment she placed one hand lightly on his shoulder. “Did you know her?”

“I know most everybody in Newburyport,” he said quietly. “Mrs. Bundt’s husband was one of the Hessian soldiers that stayed on after the war ended. Had a leather-dresser’s shop on Green Street and made a fine pair of boots. He died here last week. They had a daughter who married and moved to Vermont. She will learn of her parents’ death weeks from now.” Giles got to his feet, but he couldn’t yet bring himself to leave. “There will be no ceremony, no one to mourn for these people, they’ll just be added to the pit up on Old Burying Ground Hill,” he said. “And that fool Reverend Cary is out there, preaching that they’re dying because they’re sinners. And there’s this weather, hot and damp, and we have hardly any medicine left. It’s only going to get worse.”

“Then we must to pray for them,” Marie said.

“Do you?”

“Yes.” She blessed herself and began murmuring in French.

Giles stared down at Greta Bundt. Already, her body seemed to have deflated. Her mouth was pulled down at the corner, creating deep wrinkles in her chin. Now she looked as though she might have been in her seventies. A cart drew up outside, and two men came into the tent to take her away.
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After supper, Leander went up to lie on his cot. His face felt taut, burned by the sun. He removed his shirt and sat on the stool by the water bucket. As he washed himself with the rag, he noticed the skin around Horseshoe’s bite was changing colors, as Cedella had said it would—red and yellow mostly. The punctures left by his teeth were surrounded by swollen skin, purple and black. She had taken his hand and placed it against her cheek—so simple a gesture, yet it was as though she had reached down inside of him and left a mark, a brand, Cedella Evora. He wanted to run his hands over her skin, to feel her fingers on his back. She had lost family to a fever, too, and when she looked into his eyes it was as though she heard him, not what he said, but what he could not say. Cedella Evora.

As he toweled off, something unusual about his cot caught his attention. He went over and looked at the pillow. The shape was not right. He picked it up with one hand, but immediately let go, startled by its heavy weight. Then there was the foul smell as the slimy entrails poured out of the slit in the back of the pillow—fish guts, pink and purple and bloody, saturated the straw mattress.
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Miranda went into the kitchen and found Cedella filling a teapot with boiling water. There were rolls and a bowl of chicken broth on a tray.

“Who is this for?”

The girl stared at her nervously.

“You always seem like you’re hiding something,” Miranda said. “You’re worse than the papists. You’re all so … guilty. I asked a simple question.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” The girl had removed the bandage and linen from her forehead; the bruise there had begun to turn yellow at the edges, and the swelling had gone down.

“This tea, it’s for Master Sumner?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“He was not at dinner. He has succumbed to his daily ration of drink already?”

“No, Ma’am.”

“Is he ill?”

“I believe so, Ma’am.”

“I see,” Miranda said. “All right. I’ll finish preparing his tea and bring it to him.”

“Ma’am?”

“I am his mother. Might I not tend to my ailing son?”

“Of course, Ma’am.”

Miranda went over to a counter and picked up a sugar bowl. “Is he in his library?”

The girl nodded and put the kettle back on the hook in the fireplace. “Shall I carry the tray for you, Ma’am?”

“Nonsense. You have other duties to attend to, don’t you?”

“Of course, Ma’am.” The girl curtsied and left the kitchen.

Miranda surveyed the kitchen. Every surface had been scrubbed down and wiped clean, and all the iron pots were hung up. There was the pungent smell of soap that had always appealed to her. This was a clean, orderly house because she made it so. She took the small vial from the pocket of her skirt and removed the cork. After one more look around the kitchen, she poured a few drops into the bowl of broth, and a few more into the teapot.
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Scrubbed down with vinegar, Giles waited for Marie outside the pest-house gate. She arrived in a fresh change of clothes that were nothing like the silk dresses she’d worn previously; the white blouse had simple embroidery around the neckline, and her striped skirt gave a pleasant swirl as she walked.

“Sameeka’s doing,” he said.

“She is a fine seamstress. In the islands you wear clothes that allow one to breathe.”

They crossed the Mall and went down State Street to Wolfe Tavern. It was about ten o’clock at night, yet there were few patrons. Marie consumed a bowl of fish chowder, but Giles wasn’t hungry; instead he drank a pitcher of dog’s nose.

When he ordered his second pitcher, Mr. Ellsworth, one of the senior constables, came in and stood at the bar. Giles refilled his tankard and looked at the man who, despite the heat, insisted upon wearing a wig. There had long been rumors about Ellsworth, flaunting his authority, yet it was widely held that he would be the next high sheriff, after Thomas Poole.

“What is it?” Marie asked. When he didn’t respond, she said, “I do not understand this expression. One minute you have the look of exhausted—and now you look to be the one with angry.”

“It’s because I was thinking of a Mr. Clapp,” Giles said, loud enough for Ellsworth to hear. At the bar, the constable looked over his shoulder. “A gentleman from Boston,” Giles continued. “A Mr. Uriah Clapp—he came to Newburyport to represent a group of men who wished to remain anonymous. He said it was a matter of ‘privacy and decorum.’”

Ellsworth glared at him for a moment, and turned back to the bar, where he was speaking to Darby Conover, who operated a chandlery down on Middle Street. Giles got up from the table. Marie took hold of his hand, but he pulled it away. He went over to the bar and said, “It’s a crime—the lives of our friends, our neighbors.” When Ellsworth looked at him again, he added, “They will have less of a chance to survive this fever because the apothecaries were pilfered by an anonymous party, represented by this Boston man.”

“You sound like you’re making an accusation, Doctor Wiggins.” Ellsworth was taller, far more substantial, and though he might be a decade older, he was still a very imposing figure.

“I’m making an inquiry,” Giles said. “What have the authorities done to retrieve this stolen property and apprehend these thieves?”

“I assure you we are conducting an investigation.” Ellsworth turned back to the bar and leaned over his tankard of ale.

“Do you know how many new cases of fever we have admitted to the pest-house?” Giles asked. “How many bodies have been thrown in the pit? You’ve seen this before, so you know how such an epidemic goes.”

The room had become silent.

Reluctantly, the constable faced Giles again. “What exactly are you saying?”

“I’m saying look about you. It’s a summer’s night and there’s hardly anyone here at Wolfe Tavern quenching their thirst. State Street is quiet. And the harbor—” Giles glanced at Darby Conover—“not a ship has entered or left the Merrimack since this began, and the merchandise on your shelves gathers dust. The price of food, what there is available in Newburyport, it increases daily. Even the cost of fish taken from the river has risen sharply.” There was a low murmuring in the room. “I’m asking, Mr. Ellsworth, would you be acquainted with this Mr. Uriah Clapp?”

“I would not,” Ellsworth said. “I don’t know anyone from Boston, now that my Uncle Elliot has died, and Aunt Rebecca has removed to Providence to live with her sister’s family.”

“Then perhaps some of the other constables might know this man from Boston.”

“That is a question for the high sheriff, Thomas Poole. Next time I see him, I’ll make a point to ask him.”

“Do, and ask about the night the three apothecaries were robbed.”

Ellsworth’s arm came up quickly, and he slapped Giles across the face with the back of his hand. Giles took a step sideways to keep his balance.

“I suggest you’ve had enough to drink.” The constable turned back to the bar.

No one said anything. No one moved.

After a moment, Giles felt a hand grip his arm and he looked at Marie, who was standing beside him. “Come, Doctor,” she said. “I wish it that you would walk out with me.”

Giles stared at Ellsworth’s back for a moment. The constable didn’t turn around, though he was looking at Giles in the mirror behind the bar.

Marie squeezed Giles’s arm and guided him toward the open front door, where Roger Davenport stood, his arms folded. Glaring, he whispered, “Don’t you be coming in here again, thinking you can stir things up. Hear?”

Giles was about to speak, but Marie pulled him through the door and down the front steps to the street.
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Leander walked into the blacksmith’s shop, where Horseshoe and several other men were passing a jug. Their sweaty faces were illuminated by the dying red coals in the fire pit. Horseshoe, leaning against the bellows, was still wearing his leather apron. His eyes, curious, drifted down to the sack dangling from Leander’s hand.

“What you bring that foul-smelling thing in my shop for?”

Leander tossed the sack, which landed before Horseshoe’s feet, spilling fish guts over his boots. Horseshoe took a step backwards, angry now. Leander turned to go, but he heard the sound of metal and saw the other men rise up off the crates and barrels they’d been sitting on.

“You want to stay here longer?” Horseshoe said. Leander turned around. “We’re going to have to brand you—as a sign of ownership.” Horseshoe held a poker which had a glowing ES on the tip. He nodded, and the other men closed in on Leander, taking firm hold of him. “Where might we mark him?” Horseshoe asked pleasantly. “His arse? Or his back, where everybody can see it?”

Leander’s shirt was yanked up over his head, and he was forced to bend over until his arms were held across the top of a barrel. He struggled against the strong hands that gripped him but they only held him tighter—and then he felt the heat of the poker near the right side of his back, just below the shoulder blade.

“This’ll only take a moment,” Horseshoe said pleasantly.

But then the heat disappeared, and the hands suddenly released him, allowing Leander to stand up. He turned at the sound of flesh on flesh and saw Horseshoe lying on the ground, rubbing his jaw. Benjamin was standing over the blacksmith, who said, “I got no complaint with you.”

“No?” Benjamin looked around at the other men. “None of you?”

They didn’t move, and some drifted back toward the door.

Benjamin grabbed the poker, which lay on the dirt floor. “Well, come on, Horseshoe. You dropped this. Take it back.” He extended the hot tip toward Horseshoe, who scuttled away on his hands and knees. “You been here longer than Leander or me—shouldn’t you have the honor of being branded first?”

Horseshoe got to his feet. He smiled, looking about at the others, until he realized that they weren’t interested in any further involvement. A couple of them went out the door, and some sat down again as a sign of submission. After a moment, Benjamin tossed the poker into the fire and walked outside. Leander followed, tugging his shirt down over his back.

They walked in silence, the cool night air a relief after the blacksmith’s shop.

“Thanks,” Leander said.

“He’s done this before. Branded new boys. I’ve been waiting years to catch him at it.” As they reached the back door of the stable, Benjamin added, “I’ll bet you’re thirsty.”

“That I am.”

They went inside and found Mr. Penrose smoking a pipe as he sat in his office.

“Evening, Father.” Benjamin picked up the bottle of whiskey on the desk, took a pull, and handed it to Leander.

[image: img]

Lunt’s Wharf was dark and unusually quiet save for the creak and groan of dock lines. Below, the river current lapped against the pilings, and men’s voices came across the water from grog shops on Water Street. It was a warm night, and Marie pressed close as she walked next to Giles, holding his arm. They paused by a shack to look at the moon, low in the sky above Plum Island, casting a shimmering beam of light on the river. She stood in front of him and drew his arms about her narrow waist. Her hair was soft, smelling of perfume and vinegar.

“You are comfortable on board Emanuel’s ship?” he asked.

“Oui.”

“You do not find the tight quarters too cramped, after my brother’s house?”

“These past few years I have spent many the times aboard sheeps. Do not think I must have the need for the maids and cooks and servants. I am.…” She paused, looking for the right English word. “I am the bastard.”

Giles laughed. “Not exactly.”

“This is not the right word?”

“It’s close enough.”

After a moment she turned in his arms and kissed him—and as she did so she moved him, her hands determined, out of the moonlight, until his back was pressed against the wall of the shack. Her mouth was warm, eager, her tongue furtive. Finally, she tilted her head back and gazed at him. “In America royalty does not exist, am I right?”

“As I said, only to fools like my half-brother. When we fought England, some, like Enoch, didn’t believe we were rebelling against sovereign rule, but merely replacing British lords with a new breed of American royalty.”

Her arms encircled his neck and she drew him close. “Royalty is in the deed, not the blood,” she whispered.

“That depends, I suppose, upon the deed.”

“It is in the way you care for people who take with this fever.”

“But it is only what I am—a surgeon, a bone setter.”

“Perhaps, but when we leave Wolfe Tavern some of the men they stare at you with—oh, my English—with reeespect.”

“It is more fear. A surgeon is necessary, but feared. There are ministers who preach against my profession, claiming that I must be possessed, that I do the devil’s work. And I am an unmarried man, which gives me a dubious reputation.”

“Very stronge.” Her breath was warm, her lips against his cheek. “But it is this reputation that appeals to me. I do not climb up in the carriage with just any man, you know.”

“I know.”

“It is a pity there is no carriage available now, or some other—what do you call it, ‘tight quarters’?” She laughed, and it seemed her voice shimmered, much like the moonlight on the water. “But must it be possible to make the love standing up, no?”

“Oui,” he said. “It must be possible.”
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It was never easy to understand what Mr. Penrose said because he had only a few teeth left, but now he was drunk and Leander could barely understand him. And at first Leander didn’t like the taste of the whiskey—it burned from his throat all the way down to his stomach—but every time the bottle was passed his way he took a pull, and after several turns the sharpness in his mouth seemed to have disappeared.

“Gon’tah get worse, you’ll see,” Mr. Penrose said. “Gon’tah kill lots more New’breepottahs. You go inta tha’ pest-house an’ ya ain’t gon’ta come out ’cept on ya back. It’s a short ride, then, uphill tah the cemetree.”

After taking a drink, Benjamin said, “He lost his family,” as he passed the bottle to the old man, who stared at him with large, watery eyes.

“How many, boy?”

“My mother. My sister. My grandfather. And my father, he died when our house burned to the ground.”

Mr. Penrose leaned forward, so close that Leander could smell the foulness of his breath. “But you ain’t got no tee-ahs?”

“No,” Leander said. “No tears.”

Mr. Penrose sat back in his chair. “He’s a strong’un, ain’t he then.”

“Seems so,” Benjamin said.

“We gon’tah need that strength fah what be comin’. They doctahs ain’t got no medicine, no quinine watah, no nothin’, an’ y’know why?” He smiled, revealing his few remaining teeth. “They was stolen. Robbed.”

“Who was?” Leander asked.

“Ain’t yah heard? Word has it all the ’pothicaries was robbed. All in one night. Them medicines valuable as gold now.”

“Who did this?” Leander asked.

Mr. Penrose shrugged. “The high sheriff’s men, the constables, they don’t know nothin’—” He laughed, until he began wheezing, bent over and spitting on the floorboards. When he’d cleared his lungs, he sat up and said, “And men that don’t know nothin’, y’know they-ah more often on the lyin’ side of a thing. Somebody’s gon’tah get rich, and a lot more New’breepottahs gon’tah get sick with fevah an’ die. It be just like the wah, they-ah. Things like this happen, somebody’s always gon’tah make money on it.”

“Quinine water?” Leander said. “What’s it do?”

“It helps,” Benjamin said. “If you have the fever, it can help.”

Mr. Penrose took another pull on the bottle. “What is it, lad?” he asked as he handed the bottle over to Benjamin, but kept his eyes on Leander. “Somthin’ they-ah in your eyes. What might it be? What do you know?”

“Know? I don’t know anything. About fevers. About things like quinine water. About my father’s satchel.”

Mr. Penrose leaned forward in his chair. “Satchel?”

“Why wouldn’t it be in the fire?”

Benjamin glanced at his father, and then said, “What about the fire?”

But Leander shook his head.

“Give ’im the bottle, Ben. He knows a thing and we kin wash it outta ’im.”

“All I know is,” Benjamin said, as he handed the bottle to Leander, “this one ain’t much of a talker.”

Leander raised the bottle to his mouth—it was nearly empty and he finished it. “It’s not a matter of knowing something—it’s knowing what to do with it.” As he put the bottle on the desk, he said, “Done.”

Mr. Penrose turned to his son and for a moment they both appeared stumped, baffled, but then the old man pulled open a drawer and removed another bottle, and as he did so both he and Benjamin laughed. Finally, after much coughing and hacking, Mr. Penrose pulled the cork from the bottle and said, “Done, ye say? Ain’t never done.”


Twenty-Three

WHEN GILES ARRIVED IN THE LATE MORNING, MIRANDA HERSELF greeted him at the door. He appeared fatigued, for it was proving to be another hot, humid day.

“I was summoned. Enoch is ill?”

“He is,” she said. “He spent the night on the daybed in the library.”

“What are his symptoms?”

“Feverish sweats, vomits—I do hope it’s not this pestilence. I have ordered the staff to scrub everything daily.”

“Let me see him.”

Miranda took a step to block him from heading down the hall to the library. “He’s not in the library. I was up with him all night, until I myself was fairly overcome with exhaustion. I might have slept but an hour, perhaps two? And when I came downstairs, he was gone.”

“Gone where?”

She leaned close to him now, something she had always liked to do. It brought out such pliable complications in him. Instinctively, he was wary, perhaps even frightened, but he didn’t have the will to withdraw. “I’ll show you,” she whispered. But then she noticed it, and she leaned even closer, until her nose was within inches of his shirt. She inhaled deeply. Straightening up, she smiled. “Vinegar and perfume, Doctor?”
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Leander had a raging headache. He could tell that Benjamin had one, too. After breakfast, when the morning’s duties were being announced at breakfast, Mr. Penrose did the honors himself—something that he usually relegated to his son. And Penrose, for all the whiskey they had consumed, seemed in fine form. When he looked at Leander, his right eyelid drooped in an attempt at a wink, and he told him there was pruning to be done in the gardens.

This was easy work. Ordinarily. With the shears you moved along the hedges, snipping branches that had grown beyond the square shape of the bushes. And there was plenty of it—the rows of shrubbery lined every path. Such a chore was, really, a gift from Mr. Penrose.

But with the heat, not to mention his condition, Leander often needed to pause for a drink from his water pouch, which he kept slung over his shoulder. He was swilling cool water when suddenly he saw a small procession come down the steps from the courtyard and walk along the gravel path that bordered the east side of the garden. Mrs. Sumner led, a blue parasol shading her from the sun, and she was followed by Dr. Wiggins, who was in turn followed by the butler Fields. There was something both regal and comical about the way they filed through the gardens. Mrs. Sumner’s poise and Fields’s stiff, pompous manner seemed deflated by the doctor’s weary gait. His shoulders were pushed forward and the black leather bag in his hand seemed too heavy a burden. Leander wondered if the doctor, too, might be suffering from the effects of last night’s excess.

They followed the path around the fish pond, its calm surface largely covered with lily pads, and stopped when they came to the mausoleum. This was a substantial granite structure that had been under construction for some time. It was intended to imitate some famous building in ancient Greece—or was it Rome? Leader wasn’t sure. Upon first arriving, he had been told—often with a smirk or a roll of the eyes—that Mr. Sumner intended this to be his final resting place. In the front of the mausoleum there was a heavy wooden door, which Fields opened. Leander couldn’t see inside, so he quickly continued down the row of bushes, snipping randomly as he went, until he spied a pair of legs—clothed in purple britches, white silk hose, and no shoes—stretched out on top of a granite slab inside the mausoleum. They could only be the knobby knees and spindly legs of Mr. Sumner. After exchanging a few brief words, Mrs. Sumner led Fields back toward the house, while Dr. Wiggins stepped inside the mausoleum.

Leander continued to prune the bushes, moving slowly to his right, until he reached a spot where the acoustics of the stone mausoleum and the surface of the pond conspired in a way that allowed him to hear some of what the two men were saying. He sat down next to the row of bushes, thankful for the shade it offered, and took a sip from his water pouch.

Mr. Sumner’s voice was extremely weak, but Leander heard him say, “What ails me has nothing to do with this fever that’s been plaguing Newburyport.”

Dr. Wiggins murmured something, but as he had his back to the open doorway, Leander could not understand him. Leander could see through the branches, and he watched the doctor lean over his patient.

“My bile?” Mr. Sumner said, irritated. “No, it is not black.”

Dr. Wiggins spoke at length, until Mr. Sumner made an effort to get up. “It is not from the drink, nor does it have to do with any consorting I might have done. That, I assure you, keeps me in the pink.”

Dr. Wiggins replied again, this time until Mr. Sumner got to his feet. Leander could see him now, and despite the fact that the light was dim inside the mausoleum, he was startled by the man’s face. His complexion had taken on a greenish hue. “It’s that woman, our mother, I tell you.” Though the doctor tried to restrain him, Mr. Sumner staggered out the mausoleum door, where he raised an arm to shield his eyes against bright sunlight. “I’m burning up, I say.” He stumbled across the gravel path and descended the small grassy knoll toward the pond. “My insides are burning up, and my skin—even my hair aches!” He discarded his yellow silk vest, and began tearing away his white blouse as he waded out into the pond. “She’s killing me! Don’t you understand? I know her—her and my son. I know what they’re about!”

When he was bare-chested, Mr. Sumner fell forward with a great splash and sank quickly out of sight.

Dr. Wiggins looked like a man who had just witnessed a miracle. He stood still, his mouth agape, as though he were trying to comprehend what he had just seen—and suddenly he rushed down the knoll, peeling off his coat. But at the water’s edge he paused, startled, as he stared across the pond.

Without thinking, Leander was on his feet. It was like the moment when his father had selected him to run and fetch the doctor. It was a matter of confirmation, of duty. He leaped over the row of bushes and dove into the pond. The water was a relief from the heat, but his limbs were entangled in the lily pads. The silt bottom was soft under foot. He waded across the pond, until he saw Mr. Sumner beneath the murky water.

Others approached now, their shouts and the sound of running feet coming from all directions. Leander crouched down in the water and took hold of Mr. Sumner—his skin was slippery, unpleasant to touch. He was dead weight in Leander’s arms, difficult to bring to the surface, but finally his head was above water and he began coughing.

Dr. Wiggins waded out and took hold of Mr. Sumner’s feet, and together they carried him back to the grassy knoll.
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“You did a brave thing,” Giles said to Leander as he buttoned up the clean shirt. He said this for Fields’s sake, who had brought a dry change of clothes out to the mausoleum and now stood at attention in the path. “That will be all, Fields.” No doubt the butler would report directly to Mrs. Sumner.

“You require nothing else, Doctor?”

“No. When my clothes are washed and dried, have them sent over to the pest-house.”

“So that will be all, sir?”

Giles had been sitting on the slab in the mausoleum, trying to get his long narrow feet into the fine black shoes Fields had brought. He regarded Fields a moment; the butler peered back toward the house with the attention of a well-trained hunting dog. “Well, yes, actually, there is something else,” Giles said. “Tell the cook to make sure that Mr. Sumner gets plenty of tea. And soup. Clear broths would be best. Nothing too rich. Certainly no creams. Just broth, with a little chicken perhaps.” He noticed the faintest twitch in Fields’s jowl. “And tell my mother that I’ll be back to look in on my brother tomorrow morning.”

“Very well, Doctor.” Fields’s tone was one of restrained disappointment, and with some relief he began to walk toward the house.

“And Fields,” Giles said.

The man’s footsteps paused in the gravel path, but he did not turn around. “Doctor?”

“These clothes—whose are they?” Giles took hold of the excessive fabric of his shirt. “This is fine silk, and there’s quite a lot of it.”

“Those are garments belonging to young Mr. Sumner, sir.”

“Indeed. This would be his size.” Giles glanced at Leander, who was trying to keep from smiling. “And I’ll wager these were tailored in Paris—this is really very fine … very fine, indeed.” Giles raised his head and saw that Fields had ventured to look in his direction, though careful not to make eye contact. “So then, Fields. Please convey my appreciation to Master Samuel for the use of his garments.”

“Of course, Doctor.” Fields marched on, his step slow but deliberate as he moved through the gardens toward the house.

Giles turned to Leander, who had removed his wet shirt and had a towel draped over his shoulders. “And you should get into some dry clothes yourself.”

“Yes, Doctor. I’ll just go up to my quarters and change. But to tell you the truth, I feel better having gotten soaked. I was feeling a bit under the weather before.”

“Really?” Giles said. “How are they treating you here?”

“Can’t complain, sir.”

“Or you won’t,” Giles said. “Well, now that you’re Mr. Sumner’s ‘savior,’ you should be treated quite favorably around this house.”

Leander turned his head and gazed down at the pond. “Not by everyone, Doctor.”

Giles gave up trying to fit the shoes on and kicked them aside. He stood in his bare feet, stepped out into the sunlight, and walked tenderly across the gravel path. “I suppose you may suffer some jealousy.” When he reached the grass he said, “Yes, that’s better.”

“Doctor,” Leander said. “I need to tell you something—something that’s been on my mind.” He hesitated and looked about the gardens, and whispered, “I think it may be important.”

“What is it, Leander?”

“It’s about the medicine.”

“The medicine?”

“It was stolen, am I right?”

Giles decided to walk. He clasped his hands behind his back and began to move slowly alongside the path, the grass cool and slick beneath his feet. “Go on, Leander.”

“I think I know where it’s hidden.”

“And where is that?”

“In a barn, out on Simon Moss’s farm in Newbury.”

“How did you come to know this?”

“I saw it—crates of quinine water, and other things.”

Giles stopped walking and turned to Leander. “You’re sure?”

“Yes … I am.”

“But you hesitate.” Leander’s eyes grew troubled and he looked away. “What is it?”

“There was …” He shook his head and appeared to be chastising himself. Then he came to some decision and stood up straighter. “There was someone there, watching over the medicine.” He looked at Giles now, and his gaze was clear and direct. “And there was my father’s satchel, which he often carried over his shoulder. It didn’t burn in the fire—it was in the barn, too. They must have killed him. They put him in the house and set it on fire.”

“But why would they do that, Leander?”

“Because he found out, he learned about them stealing the medicine. He was a hard man in many ways, but honest. My father was an honest man.”

“I have always believed so,” Giles said. “You must miss all of them terribly.”

Leander said nothing. They were all gone—his mother, his sister, his grandfather, his father—yet he could say nothing. It was too immense for words. If he spoke now, he feared he might lose what little he had left.

Slowly, Giles placed his hand on Leander’s shoulder.
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There was a faint rap at the door, polite yet imploring, which Miranda recognized all too well. “What is it, Fields?”

The latch was raised with a click and Fields swung the door open. “Excuse me, Ma’am, but it’s the doctor. He has a request.”

“What now?”

The afternoon had become increasingly sultry—it was too hot even for needlepoint. Miranda had pulled her rocker over to the open window overlooking the courtyard, where there was the slightest movement of air. A great commotion had disturbed the house when Enoch was brought in soaking wet from the pond. She had not left her room through it all, but gave instructions that her son was to be dressed in a dry sleeping gown and put to bed immediately.

“Ma’am, Dr. Wiggins says he needs the use of a wagon.”

“A wagon?”

“Yes, and he would like the new boy to accompany him.”

Miranda turned in her chair. Fields’s hand was still on the door latch and he faced the far corner of the room, where her chair was usually positioned. It was hard to tell with Fields, but he seemed perturbed. “Whatever for?” she asked.

“He did not say, Ma’am. Only that it was urgent.”

Miranda gazed out the window again. “And Samuel, where is he?”

“He rode out in the chaise some time ago, Ma’am. If I’m not mistaken, I believe his intention was to take in the air on Water Street.”

It was a euphemism, one of the many she and Fields employed. “My son has been a worthless reprobate for so long. If he must go whoring, he should at least do so in the dark of night, not in this heat. The last place he should be right now is in those warrens of sin—it’s where most of the cases of fever come from, you know.” She stared down at the courtyard long enough that Fields finally took it upon himself to issue a polite cough. “Oh, what’s the use,” she sighed. “Why would I deny the doctor this request, when he has administered to this household for so many years?”

“And the new boy as well?”

“Yes, yes. The doctor brought him here in the first place.”

“He does seem to take a proprietary interest in the lad.”

Miranda looked away from the window again. The butler’s eyes were upon her, but he politely lowered his gaze. It was enough. “Does he?”

“Indeed, Ma’am.”

“Interesting. Well, fine. Give them their wagon.”

“Very well, Ma’am.” The hinges creaked as the door was pulled shut.

“Fields.”

“Ma’am?”

“Do you suppose the doctor—does he himself take the fresh air on Water Street?”

Now Fields took his time in answering. Miranda stared down into the courtyard, waiting for his reply. Waiting made her impatient, but she fought the temptation to ask the question again.

“I don’t know, Ma’am,” Fields said finally.

“I believe he does. When he arrived he smelled distinctly of perfume.”

Fields was silent, the door still ajar.

“That will be all,” she said.

“Yes, Ma’am.”


Twenty-Four

“YOU HANDLE A TEAM WELL,” GILES SAID TO LEANDER.

“Thank you, Doctor. My father often had the use of a city wagon for business down at the harbor. He taught me about horses.”

“So it goes well with you, working in my brother’s stable?”

“Well enough, sir.” They were riding the wagon along the Newbury ridge, where they could see all the way down to the marshes behind Plum Island. Beyond the dunes, the Atlantic was the color of pewter, and enormous thunderheads were piled above the horizon, with sheets of rain angling down to the water. There were frequent bolts of lightning, followed moments later by a deep rumbling, which tended to spook the horses.

“That will be a spectacular storm when it reaches us,” Giles said. “Did you know Benjamin Franklin once visited Newbury because of the lightning?” Leander shook his head but did not take his eyes off the hindquarters of the team. The right horse, a smaller bay, wanted to slow down, but Leander anticipated this with a frequent slap of the reins. “Yes; it was back in the fifties,” Giles said. “This was before Newburyport was incorporated, you know, before the break with England, the war, everything. Dr. Franklin was not yet the famous statesman, just a young man with a keen interest in science. During a fierce storm, a lightning bolt had struck the meeting-house steeple, which was quite destroyed. Pieces of the steeple roof were all over the ground, and there was some damage to the stone foundation as well. But what interested Dr. Franklin, evidentially, was the fact that there had been a wire that ran from the bell in the steeple down through the entire structure. After the lightning bolt struck the meeting-house, this wire was completely disintegrated—gone. The only evidence of its existence was a black line, like soot, which ran along the plaster ceiling and walls where the wire had been, and I understand Dr. Franklin found this very curious.” Giles glanced at Leander, who seemed to be concentrating very hard upon the team. “You see, only the steeple roof and the foundation where the wire terminated were affected by the lightning. But the wood, the plaster, everything in between was intact. What do you suppose Dr. Franklin’s conclusion was?”

“The wire was gone? Like it burned up?”

“Verily.”

“Then it seems that the bolt passed down the wire through the meeting-house.”

“Yes, it was conducted.”

Leander clucked his tongue and slapped the reins on the bay’s haunches. “But …”

“But what?” Giles looked at the boy again. His brow was furrowed, knotted like a fist. “What do you suppose Dr. Franklin concluded?”

Leander sat upright on the bench, and his expression changed from concentration to concern. Ahead, there were two men standing beneath an elm tree by the side of the road.

“Guards,” Leander said. “They are supposed to keep people from entering or leaving Newburyport, though Benjamin Penrose and I managed to get through before. I recognize the boy, but the man—he wasn’t here the last time.”

“It’s Penuel Somerby,” Giles said. Leander glanced at him. “I’m a surgeon,” he explained. “I know most everyone from here down to the Parker River.”

As the wagon approached the elm, Somerby stepped out to greet them and Leander halted the team. Somerby was a stout man in a leather tricorn, and his side-whiskers reminded Giles of a pair of jug handles. He smiled up at Giles, revealing the gap where his front teeth had been. “Afternoon, Doctor.”

“Penuel.”

“I’m afraid no one’s allowed farther south on this road. The fever, you understand.” Penuel looked over his shoulder at the boy who remained leaning against the tree trunk. “My nephew there says this lad with you came through yesterday. They shouldn’t a let them go by. We have very strict orders.”

“I know, Penuel. Doctor Bradshaw and I issued them ourselves. It’s essential that the population not be allowed to travel freely until this epidemic has passed.” Somerby nodded heavily, relieved that he and the doctor were in agreement. “But you see, Penuel, I must get to Simon Moss’s farm.”

“Simon Moss? There be a problem?”

“Can’t say until I have a look-see, can I?”

Somerby took a step closer to the wagon and lowered his voice. “Is it the fever? You think it’s got out this far from Newburyport?”

“I sincerely hope not, Penuel.”

Somerby’s calculations were in his eyes. “If it is, what will you do? Bring the sick back to the pest-house?”

“Perhaps,” Giles allowed. “And we might have to ask you to help extend the quarantine down as far as the Parker—if it comes to that.”

Somerby took a step back from the wagon now. “My God, will it have no end?”

“All things come to an end.”

“Yes, we must have faith. But if you bring the ill back through this way.…”

“Be assured that we’ll give you fair warning so you can stand well off to the side of the road. Now, Penuel, we haven’t time to waste.”

Somerby removed his hat, almost as a gesture of apology. “Of course, Doctor.”

“Thank you,” Giles said. “Tell me, having any more trouble with your teeth?”

“No.” Somerby placed his hat back on his head and pulled it down snug. “They’re working just fine since you pulled that last one.”

“Glad to hear.”

Leander shook the reins and the team began to walk on.
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When they reached the dooryard at Moss’s farm, Leander drew the team to a halt. The sky was very dark and the thunder was getting closer, making the horses skittish. “The crates were in the barn,” he said, “in a stall toward the back.”

“Well, I’m going to the house to pay a visit to Simon.” Dr. Wiggins climbed down off the wagon. “Why don’t you get the team and rig into the barn before this weather breaks, and wait for me there.” He looked up at Leander with an odd expression, one that suggested a kind of formality meant to disguise collusion.

“Yes, sir,” Leander said. “I’ll be in the barn.”

“Good.”

The doctor walked up to the back of the house and rapped the iron door knocker. After a moment, an elderly woman let him into the house.

Leander drove the wagon through the open barn doors, climbed down, and led the horses to a water trough. Then he walked into the back of the barn, which was dark—the rear doors were closed today. Overhead, mourning doves cooed in the rafters, and rain began to patter on the roof. When he reached the stall where he had seen the crates, he took another look toward the front of the barn. The rain started suddenly, teeming on the packed earth in the yard. There was a crack of lightning, followed immediately by a deep roll of thunder, which caused animals throughout the barn to stir.

Leander opened the stall gate, went inside, and found nothing—only straw flattened on the ground. As he turned around there came another bolt of lightning, and for a moment he saw a face illuminated by the bright blue light. It startled him so that he cried out. At first he thought it might have been his imagination—the face was lovely, with wild blond tresses—but then he saw the faint image of her step through the open gate.

“You were here before,” she said. “With Benjamin.”

He remembered—the girl that had let Benjamin into the shed. “Yes. And there were—”

“Gone.”

“The crates.”

“Yes, they took them all away,” she said. “Early this morning.”

“Where’d they take them?”

The girl came closer. “I don’t know.”

“Who were they?”

Though he could barely see her face, he was under the impression that she was afraid. But she stepped even closer, and for a moment—to his surprise—she took hold of his hand. “Benjamin,” she asked. “Do you see him?”

“Yes.”

“Does he speak of me?”

The rain was making a loud racket on the roof now. Leander nodded his head.

“You tell him I must speak to him. You tell him.…” She let go of his hand, and for a moment Leander thought she was about to cry. She went to the gate, but paused. “You tell him we must speak.” She wrapped her shawl about her shoulders—it seemed a regal gesture, dignified but also hopeless—and she left the stall.
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Giles was perturbed during the ride back to Newburyport. The rain had let up, but he and Leander were both drenched to the skin. The thunderstorm had been so swift and fierce that Penuel Somerby and the boy had abandoned their post beneath the elm tree.

Leander seemed afraid to disturb Giles’s ruminations, but finally he asked, “What did you learn from Simon Moss, sir?”

“Nothing, really.” Giles tugged on his broad-brimmed hat, causing water to run off and splatter on his knees. “His wife offered me cider, and Simon wanted to know what brought me so far out from Newburyport. I said I’d heard rumors that there were cases of the fever showing up in Newbury. But he knew nothing of it.” He turned to Leander. “These crates, you’re sure—”

“They contained the medicine, yes.”

“And this girl says they were removed from the barn this morning.”

“Yes,” Leander said. “Who is she? Their daughter?”

“No. They have four sons, no daughters. If she was married to one of the sons, I’d know it. Must be a hired girl.” Giles hesitated a moment. “And you believe her.”

“Yes, sir. She was … troubled.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Just troubled, the way only women can be.”

“Oh,” Giles said. “That.”

They entered Newburyport, and when they reached Federal Street, Giles indicated that they should turn. “We’ll go down to the wharfs. We can get a change of clothes and something to eat on Emanuel Lunt’s boat, then you can return to my brother’s house.”

“I’m in no hurry, sir.”

“Your position there does not suit you?”

Leander shook his head.

Giles was oddly gratified—on the ride out to the Moss farm Leander, it seemed, would not have made such an admission to him. “You can’t go home, I’m afraid. There’s nothing there, Leander. It’s just charred timbers collapsed about the chimney.”

“I know.” He inhaled deeply. “But I miss the river—the smell of low tide. I find myself thinking often of my grandfather’s house down to Joppa Flats.”

“I understand.” Giles wanted to explain to Leander about his mother, about years ago when the colonies were at war with the British, and how he’d been a young man then, and what that meant. He wanted to tell the boy that he really did understand longing and loss, and that it was something that would be carried in the heart for life, and that in some ways that was the measure of a man—how he bore such things. But he couldn’t. He didn’t know where to begin, and it made him feel insufficient and cowardly.

“So tell me, Leander,” he said finally, in an attempt break the silence. “Have you given any thought to Dr. Franklin’s conclusion regarding the lightning that struck the meeting-house?”

“I have given it some thought, yes,” Leander said. He slapped the reins on the bay’s haunches, and the team picked up the pace. “But I have yet to reach my own conclusion.”

After a moment, they both laughed.

“Be sure to inform me of it when you have.”

“You’ll be the first to know, sir.”
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In the evening, Miranda left her room and went downstairs. She found Cedella standing outside the library door. “How is he?”

“Seems to be resting comfortably, Ma’am.”

“Has he asked for anything? Something to eat? Tea?”

“Nothing, Ma’am.” Cedella kept her eyes on the floor.

“What is it?”

“He’s grieving, Ma’am.”

“How so?”

“Well, Ma’am, it’s his dog.” Cedella glanced up; she was near tears. “You see, it died not an hour ago.”

Miranda had to restrain herself from clapping her hands in delight.

“It seems Mr. Sumner has been giving a portion of his food to the dog, and—”

Miranda released a long, appropriate sigh. She opened the door without knocking. The curtains were drawn, so the library was very dark. “Darling,” she said quietly. There was no response. She peered toward the daybed but could not see clearly. Then she heard a sound—a whimper. “Enoch?” she whispered. Her son sniffed loudly.

Miranda approached the daybed. Her eyes were adjusting to the dark and she could now see him, lying on his back and holding something on his chest—it was Bowsprit, its plump, motionless body wrapped in a tablecloth. “Really, Enoch,” Miranda said. “We must remove that dog before he starts to smell—” She paused when she saw that there was something in Enoch’s hand, which glinted faintly in the near dark. “Would that be a pistol?”

Enoch moved his arm, aiming the weapon at her. “I suppose it would be.” His voice was hoarse, deeply sorrowful. There was movement at the door, but he said, “Cedella, you stay here and pull that door shut.”

The girl did as she was told.

Enoch continued to sniffle, until Miranda said, “Oh, will you stop that.”

She went over to a window and drew back a curtain, admitting a weak shaft of light. The thunder and lightning had passed, and the evening sky was filled with pink and lavender clouds.

“You’ve been trying to poison me,” he said. “Both you and Samuel.”

She looked at him, the pistol still aimed at her. “This is all because of that dog.”

He was on the verge of tears. “That dog saved my life.”

“Such remorse over a dog, when people are dying of this dread fever! Well, you can get another dog, if you want.”

“I don’t want another dog.”

“This is intolerable,” she said. “It’s beginning to stink in here.”

“All right,” Enoch said. “Come,” he said to Cedella, “take Bowsprit and put him outside, somewhere safe until I can give him a proper burial in the mausoleum.”

Reluctantly, Cedella came to the daybed, enfolded the dog in the tablecloth, and held it against her chest like an infant as she left the room.

“I’ve sent word to Jonathan Bream that he’s to compose an ode to him.”

“Fine,” Miranda said. “A few lines of verse would be most appropriate. In the meantime, put the gun down.”

Enoch regarded her for a long moment. He did not lower the gun. “You thought you’d kill me so you would have my money?”

“Nonsense.” She cleared her throat. “But you must admit we are headed for ruin.”

“Don’t you understand?” he pleaded. “It’s my son who will impoverish me. How much has that wastrel lost over there in Paris? Do you have any idea?”

“Enoch, you’re the one—it’s you who have put us in this position.” She gestured toward his desk, which was strewn with paper. “Just look at all these bills and letters from solicitors demanding collection of overdue funds.”

“They’re paid to hound me.”

“Thousands in arrears—thousands—and we only get deeper every month. We are living well beyond our means here. You know that.”

“These are my affairs,” he said.

“I’ll not die an old woman in the almshouse.”

He laughed, though it immediately caused him some intestinal distress, and he winced as he clutched his swollen stomach with his other hand. “Then I best shoot you now, before all the money is gone.”

“Enoch, really. I do hope we might arrive at a more equitable solution.”

“When one has slain another’s beloved hound, one relinquishes the possibility of any equitable solutions. It becomes a time for decisive action.”

“Well, what do you have in mind?”

“Go,” he said impatiently as he pointed toward the door with the barrel of the gun. “Go and fetch that son of mine.”

“You’re mistaken, dear. Your mother doesn’t fetch.” If anything, Enoch looked more peevish as he again aimed the pistol in her general direction. He was a notoriously bad shot, but then he had shot that crow through the dining room window. “Besides,” she said, “Samuel is not in the house.”

“Where is he?” Enoch asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“You seem concerned,” he said, studying her carefully, “genuinely concerned.”

“Do I? Then I suppose I am. The truth is I was told that Samuel went down to Water Street hours ago.”

“Well, if he’s gone off whoring—”

“But now I’m not so sure.”

“Mother, you have suspicions? What are you not telling me?”

“I’m afraid I do not know. That’s what I’m telling you. I fancy that I know everything, but now I’m not so sure.” She took a couple of steps toward him. “Except like you, he tends to rush into things and get in over his head.” She held out her hand. “Just give that to me before it goes off.”

“If I were going to pull the trigger,” he said, looking glum and submissive as he handed the pistol to her, “I should have done so by now.”


PARTVII

Crimes of Fate


Twenty-Five

THE AIR WAS WASHED CLEAN AFTER THE RAIN, AND SUNSET CAST the river basin in pastels of pink and blue, an evening to dine on the deck of The Golden Hand, quarts of steamed clams, followed by haddock served on a bed of rice and beans spiced with onions and tomatoes. There had been a time when colonial ministers would preach against the tomato, denouncing it as the Devil’s fruit, its lascivious seeded chambers to be avoided by the devout and God-fearing. Now the tomato plant grew in kitchen gardens all about Newburyport. After dinner, Giles and Emanuel smoked dudeens, while the children played a game of Hide and Seek, and below in the galley Sameeka and Marie talked animatedly in French. There was laughter and the sound of bare feet running on the deck, and Giles realized that for an hour it had been possible to forget the epidemic and the horrors of the pest-house.

“Father, look!” Francois shouted. Suddenly, the children were silent and still as he pointed downriver. “The quarantine ship!”

Giles stood up and gazed eastward. It was nearly dark; the calm surface of the river had softened to pearl gray. “She’s drifting?”

Emanuel, standing at the wheel, peered through his spyglass. “They’ve raised anchor and are approaching the river mouth on the falling tide.”

“What happened to the constable’s boats that were standing guard?” Giles asked.

They scanned the river basin. The women came up on deck, and Sameeka pointed toward Woodbridge Island and the marshes inside of Plum Island. “Is that them?”

“Yes, I think so,” Emanuel said. “Two boats.”

“What are they doing there?” Sameeka asked. “Can you see the men?”

“No, too dark now,” Emanuel said. He held the end of the spyglass against the leather sheath covering his forearm and pushed it closed.

“Curious,” Giles said. “She shows no lights.”

“I know what you’re thinking, Giles. The medicine.”

“Right. Somehow they got the crates on board.”

“All right,” Emanuel said with a barely audible sigh. He surveyed the ship’s deck and suddenly bellowed, “Make ready to cast off!”
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The Lunt family proved an efficient crew. Everyone had duties. Halyards, sheets, and dock lines were handled in a precise sequence. Emanuel Lunt stood at the helm delivering orders in a deep voice that carried easily across the deck, and soon The Golden Hand fell away from the wharf. Upon command, Leander helped Francois raise the main, while Giles hauled up the jib. Once set, the sails flapped listlessly in the still air, but the tide carried the schooner downriver easily, the hull creaking as though relieved to at last be unfettered.

It was three miles across the river basin to the mouth of the Merrimack, and halfway across they spoke the constable’s boats. There were eight men in the lead boat, and in the other there were six who pulled weakly at the oars. One of them was leaning over the gunwale, puking into the river.

“That you, Thomas Poole?” Emanuel Lunt called down to the lead boat.

“Aye, it is, Emanuel,” the tillerman said.

“What happened?”

“Don’t know for sure,” Poole said. “Another boat came out this afternoon and loaded food and supplies on board the ship, and when they were done they sent over some wine. The boredom, y’know. We sit out here, watching this vessel night and day, and we become quite friendly with the crew—though we never once went on board. So some of the boys drank a spot of wine,” he said, nodding toward the other boat, “and all of a sudden like everybody’s hurlin’ his guts over the side.”

“You say they loaded food and supplies,” Giles said. “Was it in crates?”

“Mostly,” Poole said. “A lot of crates, and some barrels. We joked that they was plannin’ a fair feast onboard there.”

“And who exactly brought these supplies out?” Giles asked.

Poole didn’t answer right away. When he spoke, his voice was much chagrined. “That’s the thing of it, Doctor. We knew some of them, of course. Constable’s men such as ourselves, but there were others—”

“Farmers?” Giles asked.

“Aye, a couple of Simon Moss’s boys from Newbury. Good lads, them.”

“Any strangers?” Giles asked.

“Strangers?”

“Yes,” Giles said angrily. “You know what I’m saying.”

“Well, there were a gentleman, yes.”

“An old man?” Giles asked.

“Aye, they helped an old man aboard,” Poole said. “So, you’re going out after them?”

“We are,” Emanuel said. “You want to come along?”

“Indeed,” Poole said. “I’ll send them that’s sick ashore, and the rest of us will come aboard.”
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Emanuel Lunt steered The Golden Hand through the river mouth despite the dark, holding a course south of the bar, which was exposed now at slack tide. Once they were clear of Plum Island, the sails filled with a light easterly breeze and the bow rose and fell through easy swells. The ocean horizon was black, unblemished. They ran without any lights other than the small lantern on the binnacle, which allowed Emanuel to hold a southeasterly course.

It was a guess. If the Miranda was carrying the crates taken from Simon Moss’s barn, Giles assumed they must be headed for Boston, where Uriah Clapp could sell the medicine for a substantial profit. Giles stood on the quarterdeck peering ahead, looking for some sign, some speck of light on the water. But it was a dark night, and the moon wouldn’t rise until early morning hours.

They held course past midnight. The dark presence of Cape Ann could be seen perhaps a dozen miles to the west off the starboard rail. Emanuel had sent Francois and Leander aloft to the crow’s nest, and every few minutes the boys reported that they could still see nothing ahead. The Golden Hand was smaller and faster, and if Giles’s guess was correct, eventually they should be able to catch up to Miranda. Emanuel was more concerned that they might pass the ship in the dark without even knowing it.
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Leander liked being up in the crow’s nest. The mast swung with the roll of the swells; looking down, he could barely see the deck of the ship in the dark. Water breaking on the prow looked like white lace.

Some time after one o’clock, Francois straightened up. “What’s that?”

Leander stared dead ahead: there was a pale, luminous wall of light.

“Father,” Francois called down. He said something in French.

“Moon’s rising,” Emanuel said. “Shining through a fogbank.”

No one spoke for a while, until Francois said quietly, “Once we’re in it we’ll have to hold our course southeast. Can’t turn west for Boston till we’re clear of the fog. Don’t want to end up on some rocks in Nahant, do we?” He laughed, though it seemed more out of nervousness.

When the schooner entered the fog, sounds were muffled, and the air was cool and damp. Emanuel called Francois down to the deck. Before climbing out on the ratlines, he asked Leander if he was getting chilled.

“No, I’m fine.”

“Strange. I’m freezing.”

Francois climbed down, disappearing into the fog. His father issued a series of commands and Leander heard movement about the deck. Soon there was the sound of rope running through block and tackle, and he figured that the constable’s men were hauling something up from the hold. This took considerable time, and the process repeated itself, accompanied by much grunting. Eventually there was the sound of wheels rolling across the deck. Leander peered down into the fog but he couldn’t make out what they were doing. His shirt was light and he was now shivering with the chill. There was very little wind and the ship was barely making headway.

When Francois returned to the crow’s nest, he brought a leather jacket. Leander said nothing as he put it on.

“Mother wants you to go below,” Francois says. “She’s got something to eat. She’s also afraid if you hold it much longer you’ll piss all over everybody.”

“This has crossed my mind,” Leander said.

Francois laughed, but his father whispered. “Quiet up there.”

Leander started down the ratlines, not sure how much longer he could hold it. When he reached the deck he moved quickly to the rail, loosening his pants. He peed for what seemed an eternity. When he was finished he buttoned up and walked toward the bow, where he heard the straining of rope. The fog was so dense, he almost stumbled over the first carronade—there were two of them, with stout barrels and their carriages lashed to the rail.

“Careful,” one of the constable’s men whispered.

Giles was standing in the bow, his hands clasped behind his back.

“Are they loaded?” Leander asked.

“What would be the point if they weren’t?” The doctor gazed ahead into the fog. “Go below for something to eat, and then get aloft again.”
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Becalmed.

As the moon rose, the fog glowed brighter. Giles stared so hard, his eyeballs ached. At least two hours had passed, the only movement the slow ascent of the moon.

Then a voice off the starboard bow. Faint, distant, perhaps a mile or more. The way sound traveled across water, it was always difficult to determine distance.

The voice came once more, a sharp command.

After that, silence.
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Slowly, the light began to change. Leander and Francois looked at each other in the crow’s nest but didn’t speak. The fog was becoming brighter, and they became aware of a new presence of light. Its source had to be east.

As the sun neared the horizon, the fog turned intensely brilliant. The ship’s rigging glistened with morning dew, and the deck was now clearly visible.

Suddenly, the canvas stirred, first ever so slightly, but within minutes the sails began to swell and standing rigging creaked as it grew taut. Miraculously, the ship heeled as it began to glide across black water.
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At least an hour later, Francois was slumped against the mast, and Leander was fighting to keep his eyes open, when the fog above opened up suddenly, revealing blue sky. Leander got to his feet and shook Francois awake. The fog began to take shape—wisps, rags. And then, all at once, the ship broke out of the fog, as though it had shed its old skin. Straight ahead, Leander saw nothing but the line where water met sky, and far to the starboard he could see the coast, a black line on the horizon.
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Giles used the telescope, but he couldn’t find a sail in any direction.

“The wind,” Emanuel said. “It’s coming around to the southwest, blowing this fog out to sea. We’ll make for Boston now.” He turned the wheel and called out, “Coming about to starboard. Harden up the sheets now!”

Some of Poole’s men hauled in the jib and the main sheets, trimming the sails, and, as they tied the lines off, the vessel heeled easily.

“Ship astern!” Francois yelled from the crow’s nest.

He was pointing northeast. Giles went to the stern rail and saw the speck perhaps five miles off, running along the edge of the fog bank. He raised the glass to his eye and could discern square-rigged sails. “That must be Miranda,” he said.

“You are most certain?” It was Marie, climbing the ladder to the quarterdeck.

He offered her the glass. “We must have passed her during the night.”

“And what will we do now?” she asked.

“Slow down,” Emanuel said. “Let her catch up.” He looked up into the rigging, and said, “All right, lads, you’ll be needed on deck.”

Marie handed the spyglass back to Giles. “And then?”

“It will be like when we were aboard privateers in the war, when we chased down British merchant ships as prizes.”

“And those?” She nodded toward the two carronades in the bow. “They are the persuasion?”

“Persuasion, precisely.”
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Though The Golden Hand ran on a lazy broad reach, it wasn’t until late morning when the lumbering Miranda closed the distance. Emanuel fell off the wind even farther, allowing the square-rigger to pass to the north, and then he hardened sail and they came up along the ship’s port side. When there was less than fifty yards between the vessels, Poole lit the fuse to the first carronade and stepped back. The report shook the hull, and momentarily the deck was shrouded in blue smoke. The cannon ball whistled through the air and splashed some thirty yards ahead of Miranda’s bowsprit, her crewmen raising a cry as they gathered at the rail. Poole set off the second carronade, this shot landing even closer to the Miranda’s hull. He called out, “Take up your positions!” His men spread out along the starboard rail, each with a pistol trained on the deck of the Miranda. “Stand to,” Poole shouted across the water. “We intend to board you.”

The Miranda’s crew parted and a man in a long white coat appeared at the rail. “What gives you the right to make such an attack?” His deep, French-accented voice carried easily across the water.

“The next carronade ball will strike you at the waterline,” Poole shouted, “and you can swim against the tide to Boston. I am high sheriff of Newburyport. You are still under quarantine, and we are going to board you.”

Emanuel added something in French, which caused an excited reaction among the Miranda’s crew.

A minute passed; the two vessels were now no more than twenty yards between them, close enough that Giles could hear the heated discussion aboard the ship, mostly in French. Finally, the captain placed both hands on the rail, perhaps as a sign of acquiescence, and said, “Monsieur, we would be most honored by your presence aboard the Miranda.”

“What is your name?” Giles asked.

“My name? It is Captain Joselyn Sagan.”

“Captain Sagan,” Giles said. “If you dump any cargo overboard, particularly the crates containing medicine, your boat will be sunk, leaving you and your crew to the bluefish.”


Twenty-Six

THAT EVENING, JONATHAN BREAM ARRIVED WITH HIS ODE TO Bowsprit. After dinner, Miranda sat in the library while Enoch reclined on the daybed. He was still weak, though a small glass of port with his meal had returned some color to his cheeks. It gave her no pleasure to witness his demise, but there was nothing to do now but see it through. And when it was over, she realized that she would at last also be rid of Enoch’s annoying personal bard, who stood before the fireplace, a glass of Madeira in hand, preparing to recite the lines he had composed about a dead dog.

“What behooves a man,” he said, “to love his sainted four-legged creature—”

Miranda sighed, which Mr. Bream took for appreciation, but to her great relief, the door opened and Fields came into the room. While Bream continued his drivel, Fields leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Madame, your presence is requested in the kitchen.”

“What is it?”

Fields was one to properly keep his eyes averted, but now for the briefest moment he met her gaze. It was not a look of worry or caution, so much as one of trepidation. Miranda got to her feet, causing Jonathan Bream to lower the pages in his hands and stare at her over his spectacles. “I must attend to a matter in the kitchen,” she said.

Enoch tried to sit up on the daybed. “What now?”

“Well, I’ll have to go and see, won’t I?”

Her son remained propped on one elbow for a moment, but then he collapsed against the pillows again. “Yes, of course. That kitchen is a force of nature, constant as the tides.”

She smiled at Bream. “What a lovely turn of phrase.”

Jonathan smiled too, crestfallen. “The man’s a poet and doesn’t even know it.”

“Well, I really must.…” Miranda said.

“Yes, go,” her son said. “I’m too exhausted. Besides, I’m rather enjoying this. It’s important to grieve properly for little—” He turned his head away, unable to even mention the dog’s name.

“Certainly, dear,” Miranda said.

“Carry on, Jonathan,” Enoch said. “That was very good. ‘A four-legged’—what was it?”

“‘Creature, ’” Bream said, hopeful. “‘His sainted four-legged creature.’” He cleared his throat and raised the papers in his hand.

“Fields,” Miranda said, as she moved toward the door.

When they were outside the library, she took up her skirts in both hands and set a good pace as she led Fields down the hall. Over her shoulder, she muttered, “What do you suppose that imbecile will rhyme with ‘creature’?”

Fields said nothing, of course.
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Giles, Emanuel, Poole, and two constables took the skiff across to the Miranda. Once they had climbed aboard, Emanuel shouted a series of commands in French. The crew was compliant, staring warily at the firearms aimed at them.

“We are unarmed,” Captain Sagan said in English. “They would really fire?”

“Indeed they would,” Emanuel said.

“You Americans,” the captain said, “are a savage people.”

Giles had been holding a pistol at his side, but now he pointed it at Sagan. “You have stolen medicine that must be returned to Newburyport, where people are dying of fever. Savage, indeed.”

Emanuel spoke in French, translating what Giles had said for the benefit of the crew, and many of them seemed first confused, then angry. They were an emaciated lot, most dressed in clothes that were torn and soiled, and Giles realized that for many of them this amounted to their rescue—they had been imprisoned on this ship, watching their mates fall ill and die off one by one while the quarantine dragged on. Emanuel spoke to them again in French, then said to the captain, “Go ahead and take the doctor below.”

The captain reluctantly led Giles down the companionway. It was dark belowdecks, the fetid air smelling much like the tents at the pest-house on the Mall. There were two men in hammocks, clearly overcome with fever. Giles looked at them a moment, and then turned to the captain. “The crates—show me the crates.” The captain only stared at him. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about,” Giles said.

After a moment, Captain Sagan walked toward the stern of the ship, where there were small quarters for officers. He opened first one door, then the next, and both compartments were filled with stacked crates and barrels—the same ones that Uriah Clapp had delivered behind Wolfe Tavern.

There was another compartment, larger, in the stern. Giles stared at the closed door and said, “Captain’s quarters?”

Sagan nodded. He would not look at the doctor.

“Open it.”

Sagan removed a ring of keys from the pocket of his white coat and unlocked the door. They stepped inside the cabin; sunlight angled through the stern windows and the hot air reeked of vomit. Reclining on the window seat was Uriah Clapp, looking disinterested and perhaps slightly amused, while Samuel, lying on a cot, appeared to be ill.

“First stages of fever?” Mr. Clapp offered. “I would venture that it’s a simple case of seasickness. His bile—” he nodded toward the chamber pot on the floor—“it’s not black.”

“Thank you for your diagnosis,” Giles said. “Up on the deck, please.”

Clapp got to his feet. “We could both use some fresh air.”

Samuel climbed out of the cot, keeping one hand on the frame for balance.

“Your father know where you are?” Giles asked him.

Samuel didn’t respond, but, gathering all his strength, he made his way toward the open door. Clapp followed him, until Giles caught him by the arm. “How much?” Giles asked. “How much would it have brought in Boston?”

Clapp’s eyes were cool and defiant. “You’ll never know, Doctor. You’ll never appreciate the value of true desperation.” He yanked his arm free, and followed Samuel and Sagan out of the captain’s quarters.
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Mr. Penrose was standing next to the butcher block in the kitchen.

“Well, what is it?” Miranda said.

He bowed slightly and glanced about at the staff, busy preparing dinner. “For what I’m gon-ta say, perhaps, Ma’am, we might find some place a bit more … private like.”

“There is no need,” she said, and then turned to Fields. “Out, I want everyone out—except you.” She walked over to the window while the cooks and scullions were hastily ushered out into the hall. The cobblestones in the courtyard were slick with rain, glistening in the sunlight that had emerged following the thunderstorm. Water ran everywhere, rivulets of silver.

When there was silence behind her, Miranda approached Mr. Penrose. She had always found him a most unsavory man, unkempt, always smelling of horse. “Mr. Penrose, if you please, I haven’t all day.”

He reached into the pocket of his worn leather vest and produced a small brown bottle, which he placed next to him on the butcher block.

Fields went to the table and picked up the bottle. “What is this?”

“I don’t know its proper name.” Penrose continued to stare at Miranda. It suddenly struck her that they were probably about the same age, and he looked as weathered as boards on the stable doors. He straightened up as best he could, and spoke louder than necessary. “But its purpose is to poison Mr. Sumner.”

“Poison?” Miranda asked. He nodded. “And how do you know this?”

“Master Sumner’s been right ill, ain’t he?” Penrose ventured the briefest smile. “You think we are all so dumb we don’t notice such things, we don’t see what goes on here?”

“I asked how you know this is poison?”

“It is Master Samuel, he is tryin’ ta kill his own father, he is.”

“You have seen this?” she said. “With your own eyes?”

“Not me own eyes. No one would believe an old hand such as me, they’d just say t’was the drink inflamin’ his imagination.”

“No surprise in that, Mr. Penrose.”

“It be Benjamin who brung me this bottle. And no one ever doubts his word.”

Miranda considered this a moment. “So true, Mr. Penrose. Your son is much respected in this house. But how did he come by this information, and by this bottle?”

“I cannot say exactly, as it might affect an innocent party. But I knows that this bottle was from them stolen goods.” He dared to take a step closer and she held her breath. “He was in on it from the start, Samuel was, the theft of the medicine from the apothecaries, and the plan to sell it to the doctors at the pest-house—and the rest—”

“The rest of what?”

“Where is he now?” Penrose said. “Where is your grandson at this very moment?”

“What business is that of yours?”

“It is my business, and it is the business of all Newbreepoat. People is dying ’cause them medicines have gone missing and it has this town stirred up, I tell you. You don’t know what goes on here in your own kitchen, let alone out they-yah in that stable. Well, I’ll tell you: people’s scared. And mad. Death is visitin’ so many houses in this poat, and all the while the nightly festivities continue here under this roof.” Mr. Penrose was nearly out of breath, and he placed one hand on the butcher block for support.

Fields held the bottle out in his hand. “What do you plan on doing with this?”

“I can go to the high sheriff. Benjamin and I. We can go to Thomas Poole—he be a good man, who will not throw in with the likes of Ellsworth and them other constables. Them’s a crooked lot, they are.”

Now Fields took a step forward. “What are you talking about, man? You’re not—”

Miranda touched Fields on the forearm, which quite surprised him. “Enough, Fields,” she said calmly. “I believe I understand. Mr. Penrose is deeply concerned for the well-being of this town, as well we all should be. These are, certainly, difficult times. There is much suffering and anguish.” She looked at Penrose, who was slack-jawed now. Kindly, she said, “Sir, do tell me what you want and I’m sure the appropriate accommodation can be made.” When Penrose didn’t respond immediately, she smiled and added, “In your loyalty to this house, which you’ve served so well all these years, you elected to come to me and inform me of this dire situation, when you could have just as easily gone straight to the high sheriff. I owe you my gratitude, Mr. Penrose, for placing such faith in me, so please, do tell, what is it I can do for you?”

“Right.” Penrose took his hand off the butcher block and tugged on the front of his leather vest. “I do have a request, Ma’am.”

“Pray tell,” she said.

“It be regardin’ me own son.” Now he seemed uncertain as to how to continue.

“Benjamin?” she asked. “There is some difficulty?”

Penrose stared at the floor. “There is this girl that works out to Moss Farm in Newbree. She—well, she be in a predicament.”

“I see.”

“And Benjamin has promised to do right by her, and they plan to marry, Ma’am.”

“Of course.”

“But she is in need of a situation. She can’t stay no longer out there on the farm—for the reason that she knows about this here poison business, and the fact that she’s in her way now. So I was wonderin’ if she might not find a position here.”

“In this house?” Fields demanded.

Penrose glanced at him, and then back at Miranda. “Under the circumstances, yes.”

Fields said, “This … this is nothing but—”

“No,” Miranda said. “No, Fields. Mr. Penrose is being most reasonable. This is really a touching demonstration of loyalty, to this house, as well as to young Benjamin.” She smiled at Penrose. “What is this girl’s name?”

“Rachel.”

“When is Rachel due?”

“She figures four months, by the end of October, Ma’am.”

“Well then, Fields, I guess we had better make room for her on our staff. Mr. Penrose, I pray that theirs will be a long and fruitful union.” Miranda offered Penrose a complicit smile as she headed for the door, which Fields held open for her. As she led him down the hallway, she whispered over her shoulder, “Well?”

“Cedella, Ma’am.”

Miranda stopped outside the library door and took in a slow breath, and upon exhaling said, “I think so, yes. Besides, she tends to be accident prone.”

“I’ll see to it at once.” Fields opened the door for her.

Miranda entered the library, where, thankfully, Jonathan Bream had just concluded the recitation of his ode. Enoch, still prostrate on the daybed, was overcome with tears.

“Such a pity, Mr. Bream,” she said, “that I was called away and had to miss your latest literary effort.” Bream bowed, and tossed back the remainder of his wine. “I’m curious,” she added. “In the first stanza, what word did you find to rhyme with ‘creature’?”

“Oh, Madame, that would be—”

“‘Seizure,’” Enoch wailed. “It was so true! My poor little … creature collapsed of a seizure!” He buried his face in his handkerchief and blew his noise.

“Mr. Bream,” Miranda said, “how delightfully musical!”
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Leander and Francois had been told to remain in the crow’s nest.

“I wish we were armed,” Francois said.

“I think your father knows that,” Leander said, “and that’s why you’re kept up here.” He turned to Francois, who looked eagerly down upon the deck of the Miranda. “Have you ever shot anything?”

After a moment, Francois said, “Seagulls.”

“Well, we have the view of seagulls.”

They stared silently down upon the deck of the Miranda. There seemed to be a formality to the negotiations. Emanuel had spoken briefly—Leander had heard English and French drift across the water—and the captain had taken Dr. Wiggins below.

There was only the sound of water rushing alongside the hulls, the groan of taut rigging, the occasional snap of sailcloth. Leander hated the waiting, and the heat caused sweat to run down out of his hair and sting his eyes. The men on both decks hardly moved, and it seemed possible that they might remain as they were for an eternity, all of them beneath this relentless sun, staring across the water at each other, waiting.


Twenty-Seven

PAIN MAKES ONE FORGETFUL.

Giles knew this. During the war, men lay wounded upon his surgeon’s table, not knowing where they were, or having any recollection of the battle that was still raging overhead on deck.

And now he lay on his back, gasping from the searing pain in his left leg, and he couldn’t remember exactly what had happened. He knew he was on board ship; the gentle, rhythmic pitch and yaw caused the lantern to oscillate above the table, while standing about him Emanuel, Marie, Poole, and Leander all talked at once. The confusion and something about the way they spoke reminded him of the war. On board naval ships in the middle of engagement, yes, there was the sound of men shouting and moving about on deck, while below in the hot bowels of the vessel he labored over the wounded. And as he treated them, he often spoke in this same absurdly informal, jocular way. It was intended to keep the wounded from panicking, especially those that he knew wouldn’t live but a few minutes. Keep them calm. Keep them thinking of something else. He often recited poetry, passages from Homer’s Odyssey, which he’d had to memorize years earlier in Master Pepperill’s classroom. Strange how verses would just come to him while he was stitching a wound or sawing a limb.

But Emanuel wasn’t reciting poetry. He was telling Leander to make it tighter. And the boy turned the screw handle, which tightened the tourniquet around Giles’s left thigh—that sound, of the screw tightening the leather strap, was all too familiar—and the pain only became more intense.

“Compliments of Dr. Petit,” Giles said through his teeth, causing Leander to glance up from his efforts.

“The machine,” Emanuel said to the boy. “It was invented by a Dr. Petit. How many times during the war he said ‘Compliments of Dr. Petit,’ for making the job easier: we have got to stop the blood, understand, Leander?”

The boy nodded, lowered his head, and applied himself to the screw handle.

Giles nearly screamed—instead, he gasped, “There was never enough sand.”

Poole and Marie looked down at him in surprise.

“We always needed more sand for the floor.”

“Yes, I remember,” Emanuel said. “Buckets of sand—to keep your feet from slipping on the blood.” He glanced over at Marie. “He was very insistent.”

Marie refolded the towel and continued to mop the sweat from Giles’s face.

And Leander tightened Petit’s damned tourniquet again, which was exactly what had to be done.
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Leander hated the sound of the leather strap as it tightened, and he feared that the machine would break, but suddenly the blood stopped pulsing from the doctor’s leg. There was raw muscle, torn and shredded. There was bone. There were splinters of wood embedded everywhere.

Even though he’d watched everything from the crow’s nest, he wasn’t certain how it had all started. Doctor Wiggins had gone below with the captain of the Miranda and they remained there for what seemed an eternity, while the crew stood about on deck, glaring at the constable’s men, who were all armed with pistols. Finally the captain and the doctor came topside, accompanied by two men—an old man Leander had never seen before, and Samuel Sumner. And then it was as though a spell was broken. One moment everything seemed orderly, and the next all hell broke loose. Leander couldn’t tell if something had been said, or if there had been some kind of a signal, but several of the crewmen rushed the constables, some wielding knives or belaying pins. Then, complete mayhem. Shots were fired. Men shouted and screamed. Smoke enveloped both decks and the water between them, making it difficult to see. A constable was thrown overboard. Men aboard the Miranda fell to the deck, writhing in pain, their shirts and heads bloodied. Viewed from above, the fighting was chaotic, urgent, but strangely graceful. Then one of the carronade fired from the bow of the Golden Hand and the ball smashed through the railing on the Miranda and shattered the base of the foremast. This brought screams from the men as splinters sprayed the deck, and canvas and a yard came tumbling down through tangled rigging. There was coughing amid the smoke, and the shouting was replaced by moans and pleas for help. It was difficult to distinguish the men on the deck of the Miranda. The ship foundered in the waves, and finally Emanuel Lunt appeared at the railing and waved his good arm. “Cease firing!” he called. “Send over another boat!”

Now, it took all of Leander’s strength to turn the screw a bit more, but it seemed to stop the flow of blood from the doctor’s leg. Aside from Leander’s horror, there was a certain fascination. He had never seen exposed muscles, how they surrounded the bone, how they were attached by tissue that was both elastic and strong.

Suddenly, to everyone’s surprise, Doctor Wiggins managed to raise himself up on his elbows, just enough so he could gaze down at his wounded leg. He looked sleepy, though his eyes seemed cold and assessing. When he laid his head down, Marie cradled the back of his skull in her hands. “It must come off,” he whispered.

“Giles,” Emanuel said. “The bleeding, it’s stopped—”

“No,” the doctor said. “There’s too much damage.” For a moment, no one said anything. “My bag, didn’t I bring it on board—somewhere? Hurry, you must be quick about it. There are other men to attend to.” And for the briefest moment Leander thought the doctor attempted a smile. “There are always others.”
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“I’ll get the bag,” Marie said, staring down at Giles. “We put it in the galley.”

“Emanuel,” Giles said.

“I can’t,” Emanuel said, turning to Poole. “Not with one hand.”

Marie went out for the medical bag, and for a long moment no one spoke. Giles studied the beams overhead, the grain, the knots in the wood. There was suddenly such clarity and he remembered everything now. The tourniquet was so tight that his leg had begun to lose feeling.

Marie returned and gave the black leather bag to Poole. Giles watched Poole’s hands as they undid the clasps and opened the bag. They were strong hands, the kind of hands that were familiar with heavy labor. Sawing would not be difficult for such hands. But there was something also blunt and brutal about them. The knuckles were too large and protuberant. The fingers lacked a certain delicacy, a necessary precision.

Giles raised his eyes, until he could see Marie standing above and behind him. Upside-down, her face was still beautiful, though peculiarly lined about the mouth. Her breasts rose and fell, and it occurred to him that they might drop out of her blouse. She lowered her eyes—wide, beautiful ovals—and met his stare. Her brows turned in on themselves, almost as a sign that she understood what he was thinking. And her lips, thick and full, turned down at the corners, which he understood to be an attempt at a smile.

Poole removed the saw from the bag.

With great effort Giles raised his head again. Marie’s hands supported the back of his skull, her fingers gently kneading his matted hair. “No,” he said. “I want you to do it.”

They were all still.

“Me?” The boy stared at Giles and shook his head.

“Yes, Leander. You.”

“But, Doctor—”

“Listen to me,” Giles said. “It’s like cutting a sapling, no different.”

“Sir, I—”

“You have to do it. The others must hold me still, and it will take all three of them.”

Something in the boy’s eyes revealed that he recognized the necessity of this curious logic. His mouth moved, as though he was trying to form words, but he remained silent, helpless. Finally, he asked, “Where?”

“Just below the knee. Take long, even strokes. And listen to me: no matter what happens, once you start you cannot stop. You must finish it. Understand?” After a moment, the boy nodded. “Believe me, it won’t take but a minute.”
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Poole put the leather bag on the floor, removed the saw, and handed it to Leander. The blade was not long and the wood handle was worn smooth.

“I’ve had it since the war,” Dr. Wiggins said. Leander looked at the doctor, who was staring at the ceiling. “The finest steel, made in England. Its teeth hold a good edge.”

Leander turned to Emanuel, who merely nodded, and he bent over until his chest lay across the doctor’s torso. He gripped the table with his good hand and said, “Poole, the other leg must keep still.”

The constable nodded solemnly and placed a hand on the doctor’s right thigh, and the other on his shin.

Marie came to the side of the table, where she wrapped her arms about the doctor’s head, drawing his head to her bosom.

“All right,” Emanuel said.

Leander looked at the saw in his hand, and placed the blade on Dr. Wiggins’s shin, just below the knee. There was no skin there, only shredded muscle, and his other hand, which gripped the doctor’s thigh, felt the entire leg go stiff.

“This is the moment, Leander,” Dr. Wiggins said with remarkable calm. “The moment of hesitation—you must avoid it. It does the patient no good. You simply commence. Like one who is hungry, you commence.”

Still, Leander could only stare at the bloody tissue, but then he drew the saw back and began to work. The blade cut through muscle quickly, and when he reached the bone he put his shoulder into each stroke. He was afraid to stop. The sound was oddly dry. Yet he could feel the spray of warm blood on his hands and face.

Then the doctor spoke, startling Leander, causing the slightest hesitation in his stroke. Pressed firmly to Marie’s breast, the doctor’s voice was muffled but forceful. “Perverse mankind,” the words burst from his lungs, “whose wills, created free, charge all their woes on absolute degree!”

And then Emanuel joined in as they both recited loudly: “All to the dooming gods their guilt translate, and follies are miscall’d the crimes of fate.”

Leander increased the pace of his strokes.
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The south wind had turned lazy in the afternoon heat. Leander stood at the taffrail and stared out at The Golden Hand’s wake as the ship cruised north, abreast of the Miranda, which was now under the command of Thomas Poole. Leander’s mind felt empty; he only seemed able to absorb colors—so many shades of blue, in the water, in the sky, a brilliant blue world beneath a hot, relentless sun. Then he recalled how often his sister asked him about colors, how important it was for her to know whether the Merrimack was blue or gray. And Cedella had taken his hand and placed it on her cheek, not just to ask him what color her skin was but whether its color mattered to him. It did matter—it mattered as much to him as his color mattered to her. It would be a part of them, for the rest of their lives, and once joined they would never separate. He could not imagine it otherwise.

In the late afternoon he went below once again. Dr. Wiggins was still asleep. Marie had remained at his side, wiping his face with a damp cloth. The sheet covering his legs had been draped over a small stool so that it formed a flat-topped tent. Though the floor had been scrubbed, there still was a hint of blood in the stifling heat.

“Is there anything I can do?” Leander whispered.

She looked as though she hadn’t slept in days. Her hair was tied back in a thick braid, and her face glistened with sweat. She picked up the bucket from the floor and handed it to him. “More fresh water, s’il vous plaît.”

“We have raised Plum Island,” he said. “Soon we will enter the Merrimack, and we’ll be tied up at the wharf by nightfall.”


Twenty-Eight

MIRANDA WAS AWAKENED BY THE SOUND OF HORSES’ HOOVES and carriage wheels down in the courtyard. There were voices, alarmed voices. Agitated, she climbed out of bed, pulled on her robe, and went to the window. Benjamin Penrose, who had been driving the chaise, helped Fields climb down, assistance that the butler accepted begrudgingly. He spoke curtly to Benjamin and then entered the house by the kitchen door.

Miranda left her room and went down the back stairs, and when she stepped into the kitchen, she found Fields removing his black coat. “What is it?” she demanded.

“Ma’am,” Fields said, officious but reluctant, “I have news … which I should divulge to both you and Mr. Sumner.”

Miranda sighed dramatically and was about to reprimand Fields, but the door behind her swung open and Enoch came into the kitchen in his nightshirt. He was stooped over as though injured, and he used both arms to support himself as he leaned against the large work table in the center of the room. Overhead, there came the squeak of floorboards, the soft thump of bare feet, familiar enough sounds made by the staff as they went about their duties, but here in the middle of the night—what time was it?—Miranda wasn’t sure, but it was indeed early morning—this was a matter of maids and cooks scurrying like so many mice, trying to get to the back stairs or the front hall, where they might be within earshot of the kitchen.

“You did not inform me you were leaving the house,” Enoch said.

“No, sir.” Fields cleared his throat, perhaps by way of an apology, though Miranda thought it more of a subtle rebuke—Fields was long past requesting permission in his movements to and from the house. He was reluctant to look directly at her or Enoch, not necessarily unusual, but it was clear that he was hesitant to divulge whatever information he had acquired.

“Damn it, Fields, speak up,” Enoch said. “Where did you go this late at night?”

Fields spoke in a voice that was soft yet deep, seeming to rumble from the depths of his lungs. “It’s Samuel, sir, and—”

“Samuel?” Miranda said.

Fields regarded her with somber eyes. “That high sheriff has clapped him in jail, Ma’am. He’s been accused of some scheme to steal medicine. It’s all to do with this fever. He was captured aboard the Miranda, which was loaded with this medicine and bound for Boston.”

Miranda took a step toward Enoch. “You and he planned this.”

Enoch tried to straighten up. “No!”

“It’s your scheme, your ship,” she said. “You must be behind this. Your son isn’t capable of such a thing—certainly not on his own.”

“You’re the one who’s in league with Samuel. You’re both determined to ruin me.” Enoch took hold of her upper arm and pulled her close. He reeked of Madeira. “Or kill me.”

Miranda yanked her arm free. She went to the kitchen door, behind which she heard the rustle of skirts as the staff scurried for safety. “Ma’am,” Fields said with uncharacteristic urgency.

“What, Fields?” She kept one hand on the door, but after a moment turned and looked across the kitchen. She’d never seen Fields look so rigid, so worrisome.

“There’s more news that I should report to both of you,” Fields said, “regarding Dr. Wiggins and the new stable boy, Leander Hatch.”

“What about them?” Enoch demanded.

Fields seemed baffled and didn’t know how to proceed. “They was on that other ship. It’s a coasting schooner called The Golden Hand. They chased the Miranda in the fog and boarded her outside of Boston harbor. They brought her back to Newburyport tonight.”

“They?”

“The high sheriff and some of his constables, the captain Emanuel Lunt, Dr. Wiggins, and the new boy Leander.” Fields waited until she looked at him. “Apparently, there was fighting on board the Miranda, and, Ma’am, Dr. Wiggins was seriously wounded by cannon fire.”

“Wounded, how?”

“One of his legs required amputation below the knee.”

She inhaled sharply.

“Apparently,” Fields said, “it was the boy who performed the surgery.”

Miranda watched as Enoch eased himself down on a stool next to the work table. He leaned over and appeared to be inspecting the scars that were the result of years of chopping vegetables and butchering meat. He smiled faintly as he ran his fingers over the rutted grain. As though he knew she was watching him, he slowly turned his head and stared at her. “If my half-brother had not survived, you might not be so eager to do away with me, would you, Mother?”

Quickly, she turned and opened the door to the front hall, but she paused and without looking at Enoch said, “The way you live, you’re determined to bring this house to ruin.”

“So you act in the family’s best interest?”

“Somebody has to.”

She waited.

Enoch said nothing.

“Fields,” she said. “Dr. Wiggins and the boy, where are they now?”

“Still aboard The Golden Hand, Ma’am.”

“Thank you, Fields.”

She left the kitchen, aware that the darkened rooms to either side of the hall concealed her audience, and she felt its approval as though they were giving her a round of applause.
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Leander watched as Dr. Bradshaw inspected Dr. Wiggins’s leg. Emanuel Lunt, Sameeka, and Marie all stood outside the cabin in the companionway. No one spoke, though the children, Francois and Dominique, could be heard whispering overhead on deck.

Dr. Wiggins had been unconscious much of the time since The Golden Hand had returned to Newburyport. He often spoke, however, usually in a delirious fashion, and his bedclothes were soaked with sweat. The few times he awoke, he was clearly gripped by intense pain, and Marie would give him a dose of laudanum mixed with water.

Without looking up, Dr. Bradshaw asked, “You have been changing the dressing regularly?”

“Often,” Marie said.

“Good. This must be kept clean.” The doctor leaned over the amputated leg again.

While sawing, Leander had not really thought about what he was doing. He knew that was what Dr. Wiggins had meant, that was how you got through the bone: you don’t think, you just saw. But since then he had kept thinking about it, and seeing it, the bloody teeth of the saw cutting through the muscle and bone. He thought about how tense the doctor’s body had become, and he couldn’t imagine enduring such pain. He knew he was hurting the doctor, but he also realized that it was the only way to save him. And that’s why he kept thinking about it, over and over, so he could come to understand it: pain was necessary to survival.

Dr. Bradshaw went to a side table, where he washed his hands in a bowl of water. As he toweled off, he looked over the top of his spectacles at Leander. “Am I to understand you performed the surgery?”

Something in the doctor’s voice suggested that he didn’t approve, and Leander glanced out at the others in the companionway, but they only gazed at him blankly. Turning back to the doctor, Leander said, “Yes, sir, upon Dr. Wiggins’s instructions.”

“And he instructed you to turn the flap of skin from the calf up and sew it over the stump?”

“Yes, sir.”

Dr. Bradshaw nodded solemnly as he folded up the towel and laid it on the table. “Ever have occasion to use a surgeon’s saw before, young man?”

“No, sir.”

“How old are you, Mr. Hatch?”

“Almost twenty.”

“Really? Well, you have steady hands.”

The doctor moved toward the door, but paused when Sameeka asked, “Will you stay for a bite to eat, Doctor?”

“I’d love to, but the medical supplies are being offloaded and delivered to the pest-house, and I’m terribly shorthanded.” He glanced back at Dr. Wiggins. “This mid-August heat has only made the situation worse—we’ve lost a lot of people in the last day or so, and we’ve admitted several dozen more cases. It’s like watching the tide rise.”

Emanuel said, “I helped Giles in the pest-house earlier. I can again.”

Dr. Bradshaw nodded his appreciation and started to climb the companionway.

“I’ll come, too,” Leander said.

The doctor paused and turned around. “Hasn’t your entire family been lost since this fever began?”

“Yes,” Leander said.

“Then you should stay away from the pest-house.”

As he began to turn and climb the companionway, Leander said, “No, I want to help.”

This time the doctor continued to climb the companionway, his legs taking each step slowly. “Very well, then,” he said with resignation.
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There was a smell, hot and familiar, a good smell. Giles opened his eyes and looked up at Marie. Strands of hair curled down across her cheek. She was holding a bowl of clam broth. He raised his arm and with his fingers drew her hair back from her face.

She smiled. “You must try to eat.”

Before he could speak, she brought a spoonful of broth up to his lips—the heat, the taste of the sea. He swallowed, though his throat was dry and sore. “Where’s Emanuel? Leander?” he whispered.

“Gone to the pest-house,” she said.

He tried to sit up but couldn’t—and he looked down at the sheet over his legs.

Marie offered another spoonful of broth, which he took reluctantly before settling back into the pillows. “Dr. Bradshaw was here?”

“This afternoon.”

He turned his head and looked toward the porthole. The small circle of sky was a cobalt blue. “It’ll be night soon.”

She put the bowl on a table and picked up a small brown bottle.

“No more laudanum,” he said. “Not now.”

He looked at her until she said, “What?”

“Samuel and that Boston man, Mr. Clapp—what’s happened to them?”

“Emanuel says they have been placed under arrest.” She glanced away. “More broth?”

He shook his head. “You’re not telling me something.”

Her eyes turned back on him, sad and wounded. “Word about this medicine it goes through Newburyport. A mob. They stand outside the jail, very angry.” She held her fist up to the side of her neck. “They want to hong these men.”

“Hang. We don’t use the guillotine here.”

“And others, too.”

“Ellsworth, the constable.”

“Oui. And a farmer.”

“Simon Moss.”

“They cannot decide what to do with these men—the court it is closed because of the fever, so they sit to rot on the jail.”

Giles gazed up at her for a moment. “Is there any more of that broth?”
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In the morning Miranda rode in an open carriage down to Lunt’s Wharf. Benjamin drove and accompanied her aboard The Golden Hand. Emanuel Lunt’s wife took them below to the cabin where Giles lay in a sleeping berth. To Miranda’s surprise, Marie was there, rinsing out towels in a bowl of soapy water. Marie gave her a sidelong glance and continued with her work. By her dress and her manner, both severe and utilitarian, she was hardly recognizable.

“You’ll excuse me if I don’t stand up, Mother,” Giles said. Though his face was pale and gaunt—more so than usual—his eyes were bright.

“Strange,” she said, her lips trembling. “How often have you visited my bedside? Is this your way of avoiding such duties?”

“I’m afraid it may be some time before I can provide you service as a physician again.”

The bed sheet was draped over something square, a stool perhaps, to keep it off his amputated leg. “Your condition may inspire me to remain healthy.”

“Then this might be construed as a form of prevention,” he said, smiling weakly.

“I’m still in need of your services, however, if only in an advisory capacity.”

“At the moment, that’s the only capacity I’m capable of—please, sit?”

Emanuel Lunt’s wife brought a chair from the corner.

“Thank you.” Miranda sat down and took a moment to arrange her skirts about her before looking at her son. “You know of Samuel’s fate?”

“I’m aware that he’s in jail.”

“That’s bad enough,” Miranda said, “but I’m more concerned about the outcry all this has caused. Last night I’m told a mob gathered outside the jailhouse.”

“They’re afraid, Mother, and they’re very angry.” Marie came to the bed and laid a damp, folded towel across his forehead. “I’ve been giving this some thought,” he said. “In a few hours it will prove to be another hot day, and I would like to get out of this cabin—out where the air is fresh. Perhaps you might assist me?”

“How so?” Miranda asked.

“Could you send down several of your stable hands in a wagon—not one of your fine carriages, but that wagon I drove to Newbury. It will take at least four strong lads to carry me up in this bed.”

“This might be arranged,” Miranda said. “But why a wagon?”

“It’s to transport me to the pest-house.”

Marie paused in her work as she rinsed more towels.

“Are you mad?” Mrs. Lunt asked.

“Thank you, my dear,” Miranda said.

“Sameeka, my mother is always seeking beneficial alliances. Take caution.”

“Sameeka?” Miranda said, and Mrs. Lunt nodded warily. “I’ve heard that you’re one of the most beautiful women in this port, but you also possess an ample portion of common sense—something my son does not have. In this condition, he should not be moved.”

“I’m of no use, lying here,” he said.

“But what has this to do with Samuel’s plight?”

He closed his eyes a long moment. “Just get me up to the Mall, and we shall see.”

Miranda sighed, getting to her feet. “If I do not help, you’ll find another way to get there, won’t you? So I will send a wagon.”

As she turned to leave the cabin, Marie said, “I must to do everything I can for him, Madame.”

Miranda said, wearily, “Yes, I believe you will.” She paused at the cabin door, which Sameeka held open for her. Brilliant sunlight came through the open hatch at the top of the companionway stairs. The air was extremely close and there was the faint smell of blood. For a moment Miranda closed her eyes against the heat, the light. “We are not a common family,” she said, though she didn’t seem to be talking to anyone in particular. “I may be accused of many things, and perhaps rightfully so, but I am not common.” She opened her eyes, and turning she studied Marie’s peasant’s clothes and the unkempt hair that clung to her forehead, which glistened with sweat. “I knew you were not royalty,” she said, “but I didn’t realize that you are something far more substantial.”

Marie appeared confused, but then Sameeka said something in French, and Marie looked at Miranda and bowed her head.
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Several hours later, four stablehands came aboard The Golden Hand. They tied Giles to his bed so he could be hoisted up to the deck, a slow, elaborate procedure that took place in the rising heat of the afternoon. Sameeka was by turns horrified and outraged. Marie took charge of the operation, giving orders to the men. Once Giles was aboard the wagon, she climbed up next to him.

“Don’t do this, please,” he said. “Stay here with Sameeka and the children.”

“I work at the pest-house before, and you need help,” she said. “Besides, you can’t stop me.”

“No, I suppose I can’t.”

The wagon, pulled by two drays, moved off the wharf, and Giles could feel every bump and jolt in his leg. He was facing backwards, and Sameeka and her children, Francois and Dominique, waved as they stood in the bow of The Golden Hand. It was a slow, painful journey through Market Square, up State Street, to High Street. When they entered the Mall, Giles could smell the smoke from the pest-house fires. He could not see forward, but as the wagon approached the gate he looked back at the trampled grass surrounding the Frog Pond.

“It’s gotten worse,” he said to Marie, who was leaning against the side rail of the wagon. “The vendors have closed up their booths and moved away. Even Reverend Cary and his congregation have abandoned this place.”

“They are to be afraid.” Marie looked up toward the burying hill, where a wagon climbed slowly toward its summit.

Dr. Bradshaw led a group of orderlies out through the pest-house gates, giving them instructions as they carried Giles and his bed inside the grounds. Volunteers walking between the tents, many carrying bundles of bedclothes or pushing small carts loaded with supplies, paused to watch him pass. Their faces were weary, their eyes woeful but also curious. One old woman said, “God bless you, Doctor,” before she continued down the path.

Giles was brought into the tent next to the one that Dr. Bradshaw used as the office. Though the side flaps had been raised, it was stifling beneath the canvas top, and flies constantly buzzed about Giles’s face. While Marie went to find water, Bradshaw changed the dressing on Giles’s leg.

“Eli,” Giles said. “We have the medicine here now?”

“Yes, we’re starting to use it again, though we have so many cases now. It’s just too early to tell if it will make any difference.” Bradshaw glanced up from his work, and leaned over Giles’s leg again. “But we don’t know what happened to the money we gave to Uriah Clapp—it wasn’t found aboard the Miranda, and he refuses to say what he’s done with it.”

“Have them brought here.”

“Here?”

“Yes, all of them. There was a riot outside the jail last night?”

Bradshaw nodded.

“Have Thomas Poole bring them up here.”

“In one respect, they will be safer than in the jail,” Bradshaw said. “I understand that crowd very nearly broke in last night. No mob is likely to try and break in here, eh?”

Marie returned with a pitcher of water. Giles drank two tumblers quickly, and closed his eyes, sweat stinging his lids. He drifted off to sleep to the sounds from the other tents, the moans and cries of the afflicted. Somewhere a child was shrieking.


Part VIII

As Water Spilt on the Ground


Twenty-Nine

THAT AFTERNOON LEANDER WAS PUT TO WORK IN THE PEST-house. An old woman named Esther L’Amour gave him a wax-coat and took him to the fire pit behind the laundry vats where, using leather gloves and a pair of long steel tongs, he filled a pushcart with hot stones. She trained him to wrap patients in fresh linen and lay on the stones so that the heat would penetrate certain internal organs. In an hour he was working on his own.

He was walking his empty cart back to the fire pit when he noticed the cloud of dust rising up from the direction of the Frog Pond. The volunteers working at the laundry vats were all looking in that direction, too, and soon there was a sound that seemed to come from the cloud—voices. Some were chanting, while some merely shouted threats.

Leander left his cart by the fire pit and walked to the fence that enclosed the pest-house—it was over six feet high, but he could climb up on a stack of rocks and see over the top. A hay wagon, surrounded by an angry crowd, approached the gates of the pest-house. There were several men standing in the wagon, all of them with their hands tied together at their waists. Leander recognized Mr. Ellsworth, Simon Moss, and Samuel Sumner, but there was also the frail old man with white hair and a beard who had been aboard Miranda. The crowd shouted at the men, and a few threw things at them, a head of cabbage, a tomato, and what was either a rock or a quahog shell. The gates opened, admitting the wagon, but the crowd showed no intention of entering the grounds. As the gates closed, they put up a series of loud huzzahs.

Leander jumped down off the rocks and ran through the maze of tents until he reached the wagon as it came to a halt in front of Dr. Wiggins’s tent. Several orderlies helped the four men down off the wagon, while others collected around the open-sided tent, and Leander had to push his way through so that he could see. The four prisoners were lined up before Dr. Wiggins, Dr. Bradshaw, and Emanuel Lunt. There followed a long moment when no one spoke, and three of the prisoners looked about at the orderlies as though they expected to be attacked—the old man, however, stared at the ground and didn’t seem aware of anyone else.

“Thank you for coming,” Dr. Wiggins said pleasantly. “These good volunteers have worked tirelessly, and they could use some help—”

“This is not right,” Mr. Ellsworth said. “We have not received due process.”

“True,” Dr. Wiggins said. “But you see, the epidemic has closed the court.”

“We must have due process,” Ellsworth insisted. “I know the law.”

“Indeed you do,” Dr. Bradshaw said, “which makes your actions all the more culpable.”

“In time,” Dr. Wiggins said, “you may have your day in court. But in the meantime, your assistance has been deemed necessary.”

“How can you say it’s necessary?” Simon Moss said.

“Necessary for your own good, your own protection,” Wiggins said. “We understand that that mob out there nearly got to you in jail last night.” Samuel Sumner, who appeared on the verge of tears, nodded his head. “That crowd out there may be angry, but they’re not about to come in here and get you.”

One of the orderlies said, “They ain’t fools, you know,” and the others laughed.

“This amounts to a death sentence,” Samuel Sumner said, his voice breaking.

“One without due process,” Ellsworth added. “Without a proper finding of the court.”

Dr. Wiggins looked about at the orderlies. “I suppose we could set you free, just open the gates and let you walk out.” This brought more laughter.

Simon Moss asked, “What will you have us do?”

“That can be decided by the volunteers,” Dr. Wiggins said. “They’ll put you to good use, I’m sure. So go ahead and let them get you started—all of you, except our friend from Boston, Mr. Clapp. We have something further to discuss.”

The crowd broke up. They took Ellsworth, Moss, and Sumner away, quite cheered by the prospect of teaching them their new duties. Leander remained near the side of the tent. The Boston man, Mr. Clapp, had not once looked up from the ground the whole time.

Dr. Bradshaw said, “Mr. Clapp, I understand that the money we gave you for the medicine has not been found aboard the Miranda. What have you done with it?”

The old man refused to reply. Emanuel Lunt held his hook under the old man’s beard until he raised his head. “The doctor is addressing you, sir.”

“Emanuel,” Dr. Wiggins said.

Reluctantly, Lunt backed away. “I could get it out of him with one stroke.”

The doctor looked at Mr. Clapp. ““That won’t be necessary, will it, sir?”

“I will tell you if you let me out of here,” the old man said. “If you release me with a proper escort to protect me from that mob.”

“Incredible,” Dr. Bradshaw said. “Ellsworth wants a proper trial and this one wants a proper escort.”

“You’re in no position to bargain now,” Dr. Wiggins said, “let alone dictate terms.”

“You’ve got your medicine,” Clapp said. “The little good it’ll do.”

“Very well,” Dr. Wiggins said. “We’ll put you to work and see if that doesn’t change you mind. And in a while we’ll have a talk with my nephew Samuel.”

“That young fool won’t be able to help you find the money,” Clapp said.

“We’ll see.” Dr. Wiggins turned his head and spoke to Leander. “What have your duties been since coming here?”

“I gather hot stones and cart them to the tents and—”

The doctor smiled. “At least Dr. Bradshaw hasn’t got you bleeding patients.”

“Not yet,” Bradshaw said. “But he’s so handy with a saw, I should see what he can do with a sharp lancet.”

Dr. Wiggins hadn’t taken his eyes off of Leander. “I think Mr. Clapp should assist you. It might prove edifying.”
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Fields came to Miranda’s room and informed her that a constable had brought news regarding Samuel: he had been removed from the jail and put to work in the pest-house. He added that Enoch had ordered that a horse be hitched to the two-wheeled chaise for the ride to the Mall. Miranda immediately went downstairs and said she would accompany him. At first Enoch refused, but she was insistent, and in the late afternoon the two of them rode out on High Street.

“You really didn’t know he was involved in this sordid business?” Enoch asked.

“No.” The air was exceedingly humid and she waved a fan before her face.

“I find that hard to believe, Mother. You two are so thick. Yet I’ll admit this is so unlike him—it shows real initiative.”

“It’s a matter of greed,” she said, “which is something we all have in common.”

“True enough.” Her son removed a silver flask from the inside pocket of his coat and took a sip, then another. As he put the flask away, he said, “But then he never succeeds at anything. He can’t properly bump off his old man—I’m beginning to feel so much better since he’s left the house—and he can’t pilfer these medical supplies without getting caught.”

“Perhaps you should just admit that this notion of being poisoned was an illusion,” Miranda said.

“You’d find that convenient.”

“But this is no illusion: he and the medicine were found aboard your ship, bound for Boston,” she said. “Tell me you had no knowledge of this.”

“None. And if anybody is going to reprimand him, it’s me.”

“Oh, my,” Miranda said with a snort. “The mantle of parental responsibility so well suits your broad shoulders.”

Enoch pulled the chaise up before the pest-house gates, and as he climbed down one of the guards ran off into the compound behind the fence, while Miranda remained in her seat.

“I’m here for my son,” Enoch said, speaking loudly, as though addressing a crowd.

The other guard at the gate was a corpulent man with a gray beard streaked with tobacco juice. He cleared his throat nervously, and said, “No one is to enter without doctor’s orders, sir.”

“Then I shall speak with the doctor.”

Relieved, the guard looked back toward the pest-house tents and saw that Dr. Bradshaw was hurrying toward the gate, accompanied by the other guard. Miranda had nothing but disdain for Bradshaw, despite the fact that he had a sound reputation in Newburyport. She found him uninteresting, and that he possessed the demeanor of an accounting clerk.

“You are to bring my son here immediately,” Enoch said.

“We can’t do that,” Bradshaw said. “He’s under custody—for his own protection.”

“Dr. Wiggins,” Miranda said, gazing past him toward the tents. “He’s here now?”

“At his own insistence, Ma’am,” Bradshaw said.

Enoch now rapped his cane on the wooden gate. “I don’t care if George Washington is in there, I want my son brought out. Immediately.”

Miranda climbed down from the chaise and approached the gate. “I will see Dr. Wiggins. He will exercise some compassion and common sense. Now open up.” When the guards and Dr. Bradshaw began to protest, Miranda said, “Open up, I say. Dr. Wiggins is my son and my physician, and I will see him about this matter.”

Reluctantly, Dr. Bradshaw nodded his consent, and the fat guard unlatched the gate and swung it back, allowing Miranda to step inside.

“What are you doing?” Enoch said. “Mother, you shouldn’t go in there.”

She ignored him and began walking quickly toward the tents. The men followed her, and she could hear her son trying to keep up. When she looked about, she saw that he was holding a handkerchief over his nose and mouth. “Don’t be such a coward,” she said, and turning to Bradshaw, who was at her side, she demanded, “Where is he?”

“This way, please,” the doctor said.

He led her down a path between two rows of tents. People came out from the tents to watch this small entourage pass. They were old people mostly, and a number of them were dark-skinned. They wore waxed coats and aprons that were soiled with blood and vomit. Finally, Bradshaw stopped before a tent with all sides rolled up. Giles lay on a cot and Marie sat on a stool at his side.

“Two visits in one day,” he said. “I should be honored.”

“You know why I’m here,” Miranda said.

“I suppose I do,” Giles said.

“I want to see him,” Enoch demanded. “Bring Samuel now.”

“But your son’s making a real contribution here, aiding the sick,” Giles said. “I’m sure the court will take this into account when it considers his case.”

“He’ll be infected and die,” Enoch said.

“Possibly,” Giles said. “But that’s true for many. Whether you sit shut up in your fine house on High Street or work here among the afflicted, there’s an equal chance that you’ll contract this fever.”

“Nonsense,” Miranda said.

“I wish it were, Mother,” Giles said.

Enoch stepped closer to the cot and studied the sheet over Giles’s legs. “I am told my ship sustained considerable damage on account of your escapade. Privateering days are over, Doctor.”

“Do you not know what your own ship was about, sir?” Giles asked. “This too might be a matter to be take up in court, once it reopens.”

“Your implication?”

“You know very well my implication.”

“I had nothing to do with this,” Enoch said.

“Your ship, your son,” Giles said.

Enoch stalked out of the tent and stumbled along the path, calling out for Samuel.

Miranda took a step toward the cot but stopped when Marie got to her feet and rinsed out a cloth in a pan of water. Miranda held out her hand and said, “May I?” When Marie hesitated, Miranda said, “He has cared for me so many years.”

Marie placed the damp cloth in Miranda’s hand. “He eats almost nothing,” she said, and she began to leave the tent. “I must to bring some broth.”

Miranda approached the cot and laid the cloth on her son’s forehead. He seemed to have aged years. Gently, she mopped his face and neck. It was extremely warm beneath the tent, and there was the persistent sound of buzzing flies. In the distance she could hear Enoch hollering for Samuel as he wandered through the camp. “The fool,” she said quietly. “But in this case I really believe he had no knowledge of this business of the medicine.”

“You’re sure?”

“A mother knows these things—you may find this peculiar, coming from me, but I know my sons and grandson well, too well.” She went to the basin, rinsed out the cloth, and continued to mop his face. “Samuel is every bit the scoundrel his father was when he was young. Even more unprincipled, in his own way. Enoch never lacked enterprise. Samuel is always looking for the short route, the easy way.”

“He’s not finding this so easy now,” Giles said.

“No. Samuel is an utter fool, like his father. But if he dies, or if he is sent to prison, it will destroy me.”

Giles gazed up at her. “Without medicine we’ve been helpless. People have died because of what he’s done.”

“You must help me,” she said quickly. “I’ve got to get Samuel out of here.”

He lifted his arm and took the cloth from her hand. “Mother, you can be hot and cold, and ruthlessly arbitrary, much like this.…”

Involuntarily she stepped back from the cot. “Like this fever? Perhaps, but you have a better chance of understanding this disease than your own mother.” Somewhere in the camp Enoch was still shouting, but Miranda also heard Samuel’s voice, pleading. She turned and began to leave the tent but stopped and looked back at the cot. “In your attempt to be fair and impartial, you only end up sacrificing your own family.”

“This gives me no pleasure, Mother.” Giles placed the cloth over his eyes.

She moved through the camp, walking faster as she neared the sound of Enoch and Samuel’s voices.
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Leander and Mr. Clapp were loading the pushcart with hot stones when the shouting began. Clearly, it was the voice of Enoch Sumner, high-pitched and raspy, and he slurred his words as though he were inebriated.

“Shall we have a look?” Mr. Clapp asked. “This might prove entertaining, at least.”

“All right,” Leander said.

They left the pushcart and walked toward the gate, where they found Enoch Sumner trying to strike several guards with his cane. His son, Samuel, who was being restrained by the guards, cried like a child.

“Sir,” one of the guards shouted, “you must leave the premises immediately.”

Mr. Sumner swung at him with his cane, but missed. “Release him! I’m ordering you!”

“We don’t take orders from you here,” the guard said.

Again, Mr. Sumner swung his cane. He missed, but this time he lost his balance and stumbled, causing his wig to shift over on one side of his head.

Two of the guards approached him from behind and took him by the upper arms. They hustled him—his feet barely touched the ground—toward the front gate, which was being opened by another guard.

Suddenly, Mrs. Sumner rushed down the path, screaming, and when she struck one of the guards with her fists, he let go of her son. There was a struggle that resembled a drunken dance, until Mrs. Sumner was holding her son away from the guards. “You would never dare to touch him outside this place!” she shouted. The guards seemed both baffled and frightened by this woman. She took her son’s cane and held it out before her, as though it was a saber, and then she pulled him with her through the open gate. Mr. Sumner climbed up into his chaise, followed by his mother. Orderlies who had gathered by the gate cheered. As the carriage pulled away, Mr. Sumner had difficulty holding the reins while at the same time trying to keep his wig on his head.

The younger Mr. Sumner, Samuel, had been pleading and crying throughout all this, and now he was on his knees in the dirt. The guards decided to leave him be—the gate was shut and the orderlies began to return to their duties. Still Samuel clawed the earth with his bare hands. He only stopped when Mr. Clapp approached and helped him to his feet and brought him over to Leander.

“He can help with the stones,” Mr. Clapp said. “It might prove therapeutic.”

Samuel appeared in a daze, overwrought.

“All right,” Leander said. “But both of you are to do as I say. Is that understood?”

Obediently, Mr. Clapp took Samuel by the arm. “Come, we shall perform our penitential duties together.”

Mr. Clapp and Samuel did what they were told, loading bricks and stones in the cart, which they then pushed along the path to the tents. The old man often seemed distracted, but there was a humor and understanding in his eyes that Leander found disconcerting. When they were in the tents laying stones on patients, Samuel was quite useless and paralyzed with fear.

They worked steadily into the evening. After they laid hot stones on two children, a brother and sister who weren’t more than eight or nine years old, Mr. Clapp muttered in disgust, “Neither of those children will survive the night. All this ‘doctoring’ amounts to a little quinine water or a concoction of powders learned from some superstitious old hag.”

“All that’s missing is the frogs in a boiling pot,” Samuel said.

They arrived at the fire pit and, using the tongs, began loading the cart again. “And these hot stones and bleedings,” Mr. Clapp said. “They’re no more likely to provide a cure than any of the medicines taken off that ship.”

“What this place needs is not medicine but a larger hole for the dead.” Samuel looked up from his work, staring at Leander. “No one should understand that better than you, boy.”

“What do you mean?” Mr. Clapp asked.

“He comes to work at my father’s house after his entire family dies.”

The old man paused and gazed curiously at Leander. “So why are you here?”

“To help,” Leander said.

“Help?” Mr. Clapp said. “This place is hopeless. The sooner these people are dead and buried the better. Tell me, how do you benefit from being here?”

“Benefit?”

Mr. Clapp dropped his tongs in the cart and came over to Leander. “That’s the only question you should ever ask yourself: ‘How do I benefit from this?’” He waited, and when Leander didn’t answer, he said, “You don’t know—you don’t know because there is no benefit. Your entire family’s gone. You’re all alone in this world. It owes you nothing, nothing but what you can take from it.”

Samuel came around the cart now and stood next to Mr. Clapp. “Unless you want to die.”

“Is that it?” Mr. Clapp asked. “You want to die, too? Join your family in the next life?”

Leander recalled how he had been unable to pray after his mother and sister and Papi had died. It was as though he’d been numb with cold all this time, and now suddenly his skin had warmed up enough to sting. “I don’t want to die.”

Mr. Clapp seemed pleased. “That’s a start. That’s the first honest thing I’ve heard from you. So why are you here?”

In the distance there came the ringing of a hand bell.

“Does that mean dinner is served?” Samuel asked.

“I believe so,” Leander said.

“I’m starved.” Samuel pulled off his leather gloves as he began walking up the path.

Mr. Clapp remained a moment longer, staring at Leander. And then he too followed, saying, “Maybe people volunteer to work here because the food’s so good and plentiful.”

“Yes,” Samuel said. “I’m sure that’s it.”


Thirty

GILES SLEPT FITFULLY AND MARIE SPENT THE NIGHT ON A COT next to him, ready with a cool, damp washcloth when he awoke. More than anything, he wished to roll on to his side, get off his back, which was developing sores. Or better, to stand up. But he could only remain on his back, and there were often shooting pains in the lower leg that had been removed. He recalled many sailors complaining of this, ghost pains which followed an amputation. He didn’t understand how a limb that had been severed could still cause such pain. “I would like to know how can you feel something that’s not there?” he whispered to Marie. “It’s not just where the leg was cut—I can feel all of it. The calf, the foot—the whole leg.”

At first light he awoke again and the canvas tent above him seemed to be rotating, moving slowly clockwise. It was not an unpleasant sensation—since the amputation he had been so still, it was a relief to experience some kind of movement. But within moments he became chilled. He shivered so uncontrollably that his teeth chattered.

Marie took a blanket from her cot and laid it over him, but it made no difference. He shivered, although sweat ran down into his eyes. Suddenly, without warning, his stomach convulsed, and everything came up, burning his throat, the bile running out of his mouth and down his neck.
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Leander was awakened at dawn by Esther L’Amour. “You come,” she whispered.

He got up and followed her out of the tent. The camp was quiet. Many orderlies were sleeping on the grass. Esther led him to the gate, where a solitary guard sipped a bowl of tea. Beyond the gate, the Mall was shrouded in fog. Leander could just barely see a figure in the distance, standing beneath a maple tree: Cedella, with a small satchel beside her in the grass.

He let himself out through the gate. When he reached Cedella, she flung her arms about his shoulders and hugged him desperately, until he took her by the shoulders and held her away so he could see her face. She had been crying and looked as though she hadn’t slept.

“I have been dismissed,” she said.

“I’m glad you’re out of that house,” he said.

“You don’t understand—you can’t understand,” she said hastily. “I will never find a position at another house—” She stopped when Leander placed his hand on her cheek.

“You aren’t alone,” he said. After a moment, she placed her hand over his, pressing his fingers into her skin.

“There’s something else, Leander. It’s Benjamin; he didn’t intend for this to happen and he feels guilty because I am being replaced by a girl who is—” She patted her stomach. “They are to be married.”

“I know this girl. She works at Moss farm,” Leander said. “I’m happy for them.”

“I am too, but he asked me to warn you. He overheard Fields talking to Horseshoe and a couple of the stable boys. They were planning to free Master Samuel from the pest-house. Benjamin didn’t hear all of it. He wasn’t sure how or when, but he was certain that that’s what they were talking about.”

She tried to pull him close, but he stepped back from her. “We should keep our distance,” he said. “I have been too much among the sick.”

“Couldn’t you leave this place and come away with me?”

“And go where? There are guards on all the roads leading out of Newburyport—though some can be bought off.” She looked at him, hopefully. “No,” he said. “I can’t leave. Not now.”

“I have nowhere to go,” she pleaded.

“But you do. You came here, looking for me, Cedella Evora.”

Relieved, she offered the faintest smile. “I did, Leander Hatch.”

“Listen, go down to Joppa Flats, to my grandfather’s house. It’s the one with the newer shingles on the north side and a green door.” He removed the piece of leather that hung around his neck and handed it to her. “That’s the key to his door. Stay there. I’ll come as soon as this is all finished. Will you do that?”

She stared at the key in her hand, which had a rusty nail tied to it. “What is this?”

“That is what I salvaged from my parents’ house which was burned down on Orange Street, and one day it will be the last nail I drive into my new house on that same lot.”

She held out her hand. “But I can’t just stay in a stranger’s house.…”

“My grandfather’s neighbors next door—Colin Thurlow and his wife Isabel—you tell them I’m here at the pest-house and they’ll help you. All the clamming folk in Joppa will. Tell them we are to be married soon as this is finished—”

“Leander Hatch,” she said, this time indignantly.

After a moment, he said, “I see.”

“Do you?”

“I’ve never done this before. I suppose I might do you the favor of asking first?” He thought that her eyes softened, but only a little. “Will you? Please, marry me?”

“I will have to think on it.”
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The new maid delivered the breakfast tray to Miranda’s room. The girl’s uniform was too large and her blond hair was not properly pinned up beneath her cap, allowing wild curls and strands to drape the back of her neck. The tea cup rattled in its saucer as she crossed the room. Miranda watched in silence until the tray had been safely placed on the nightstand.

“What is your name?”

“Rachel.”

“You were no maidservant at Moss farm.”

“No. I tended to the livestock, worked in the fields and in the kitchen.”

“I can see that by your hands.”

For the first time the girl glanced at her, momentarily.

“Are you afraid of me?”

“I suppose I am.”

“Ma’am.”

The girl looked at her, confused.

“Say it.”

“Ma’am.”

“Good. Don’t lose that fear, and I will make a maid out of you, at least until you get too big to traipse up and down the stairs. Then we’ll put you to work in the kitchen.”

“Shall I pour, Ma’am?”

“No. Pouring tea will be tomorrow’s lesson. Go tell Fields I want to see him immediately. And when you leave the room, you curtsy. Now show me how you do that.”

The girl took a step backward and curtsied awkwardly.

“Pathetic,” Miranda said. “Now go.”

After the girl left the room, Miranda poured her tea and stirred in three lumps of sugar. It didn’t take Fields a minute to knock on the door.

“Enter.”

He came into the room and closed the door behind him. “Ma’am?”

“Tell me once more, the preparations for tonight—they’re all set?”

“Yes, Ma’am, after dark. The arrangements have been made and I will oversee the expedition myself.”

“Who else knows of this?”

“No one, other than the three men I’ve selected to accompany me.”

“And my son?”

“He is unaware of your plans, I’m sure.”

“Just as well he doesn’t meddle. After you’ve got Samuel, take him down to the wharf.”

After a moment, Fields said, “As you wish, Ma’am.”

She raised a hand from her lap, dismissing Fields. But when he opened the door, he said, “Ma’am, the new girl, is she satisfactory?”

“Not in the least, but we’ll just have to break her in. They turn out better that way.”

“It seems to be the case, Ma’am. And I’ve sent word along High Street regarding that Cedella.”

“Very well. The only way to keep qualified staff is to make them understand that there is nowhere else to go. Next thing you know, they’ll be expecting better wages, and that would lead to absolute chaos. Being a sea captain must be far easier than running this household. A ship’s crew is more obedient than my minions, scullions, and maidservants. Perhaps I should introduce flogging?”

“That would certainly be an appropriate inducement, Ma’am. And if that fails, there’s always keelhauling.”

“How long have you worked for us, Fields?”

“Oh, decades, Ma’am.”

“And you’re just now developing a sense of humor? Or have you managed to conceal it from me all this time?”
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A hard rain set in and by nightfall, the pest-house had been turned into a field of mud. Wind gusts caused tent canvas to snap and billow. A group of men including Leander, Mr. Clapp, and Samuel were instructed to go to the gate and help unload supply wagons that had just arrived. They worked slowly, walking in single file, removing sacks, crates, and barrels and carrying them into the tent where foodstuffs were stored.

One of the wagons was from the Sumner stable, and though it was dark, Leander recognized the two men seated on the bench—Horseshoe, holding the reins, and beside him, wearing a cloak and a broad-brimmed leather hat, was Fields. As Leander walked by, a burlap sack balanced on each shoulder, Horseshoe said, “Smells something awful in here. What, do you burn the dead?”

“No,” Leander said. “It’s the shit and vomit.”

“Ah.”

Leander entered the supply tent and unloaded his sacks. He followed the line of men out into the rain and in his turn was loaded with two more sacks. When he walked past the front of the wagon, Horseshoe said, “That little maid you fancy, she’s gone from the house now.”

“Yes,” Leander said, “she’s free.”

The next time he returned to the wagon, Horseshoe said, “Probably working the streets down at waterside. Them girls always end up on their knees.”

“She prays for your salvation.” Loaded with two more sacks, Leander walked back to the pest-house gate.
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Eli Bradshaw leaned over Giles and said, “You have the fever. You know you do.”

“Perhaps,” Giles said. “Maybe it’s a reaction to the amputation?”

“No, the boy did a good job. The leg is clean. It doesn’t have that smell that suggests infection.” Bradshaw leaned down even closer. “Giles, how is it you have the fever? You said you had it during the war, down south.”

“I must have been mistaken.”

“You never had the fever, and you knew you never had it.” Dr. Bradshaw straightened up. “Well, it’s early and if we proceed now, we may stave off the worst of it. It has worked with others.”

Giles looked at Marie, who was on the other side of the cot. She understood that he wanted water and she raised a cup to his mouth. His thirst was unquenchable, but swallowing was painful. When she took the cup away, he whispered to Bradshaw, “No lancet. No bleeding, Eli. Stones. Bring the hot stones.”

“You are stubborn.” Bradshaw removed his spectacles, folded them, and tucked them in the pocket of his vest. “You’ll die trying to prove me wrong.”

“I’ll die if it’s my time.” Giles tried to raise himself up on the cot but could only lift his head slightly. “Eli, listen to me. I think I know how this fever is conducted from one victim to the next. Look—look at my arms.” Reluctantly, Bradshaw gazed down at Giles’s forearms. “Those welts—they’re mosquito bites. They bite an infected person, drawing in a bit of blood, and they go and bite someone else, leaving the tainted blood.” Bradshaw glanced at him skeptically. “Look around us,” Giles said. “This weather, it’s hot and damp. And all this standing water—that’s where they breed. Out on the marshes, along the riverbank, in every neighborhood in Newburyport there are stagnant pools of water. The mosquitoes are so thick it’s like walking through a haze much of the time.”

“A tiny bug?” Bradshaw said. “You’re talking about an infinitesimal amount of blood.”

“I believe that’s all it takes.”

“But what’s in the blood that makes it ‘tainted’?”

“I don’t know, only that it’s powerful and once it mixes with someone’s blood the fever will take root.” Bradshaw sighed—he didn’t want to debate with a sick man, which angered Giles. “We have to do something about the water,” he said. “Reduce the mosquito population and you reduce the chance of the fever spreading. And pray—pray that we get cool weather. Pray for winter.”

“There is no scientific evidence to support this, Giles.”

“And you think there is evidence that these epidemics are caused by volcanic eruptions?”

“It’s the fever,” Bradshaw said. “You’re—”

“There’s nothing wrong with my mind.” Suddenly Giles was gripped by a fit of coughing and Marie held a cloth to his mouth. Each cough caused a searing pain to rip through his chest. When it subsided, she removed the cloth, and he said, “The stones, then some laudanum.”

Bradshaw glanced at Marie. “Very well.”

He turned to leave, but Giles said, “Anything to repel the mosquitoes. Smoke. Some of these oils and ointments that farmers and fishermen put on their skin. These may be a deterrent.”

Bradshaw looked at him sympathetically, nodded his head, and left the tent.

Giles tried to smile for Marie. “I did not expect him to seize this idea with enthusiasm.”
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Leander had been told by Dr. Bradshaw to bring a cart of stones to Dr. Wiggins’s tent.

Alone.

Leander hesitated when he raised the tent flap. Marie was wrapping the doctor in fresh linens. The man seemed so frail, his shoulders narrow, his remaining limbs insubstantial. And he had eyes that were large and rheumy with the fever. Leander had seen it so often in the past few hours. For many it was a look of harrow, but Dr. Wiggins’s gaze seemed fierce with determination.

“Hurry,” he said. “Lay them on.”

Leander pulled on the leather gloves and used the tongs to pick up one of the stones from the pile in the cart. He approached the cot and said, “I’m sorry, Doctor. You know it will hurt.”

“Just be quick now.”

Leander placed the stone on the doctor’s chest—he shifted under the weight, caught his breath, and released a gasp. After a moment, he closed his eyes and said, “Another, farther down.”

Leander got another stone from the cart. When he came to the cot, he looked at Marie, whose eyes were wide with fear. He could not believe she was the same woman he had pulled out of the Merrimack, for she too now seemed gaunt and exhausted.

“The intestines,” Dr. Wiggins whispered.

Marie’s eyes were moist, but her mouth was set as though she herself were bracing for the hot weight of the stone. Leander placed the next stone on the doctor, who now seemed rigid, as though he were already dead.

“You see, Leander,” Dr. Wiggins said without opening his eyes. “One must bear the weight of his convictions.”

Leander looked again at Marie and said, “More?”

“Oui,” the doctor said. “More.”


Thirty-One

RAIN DRUMMED ON THE CARRIAGE ROOF AS IT ROLLED OUT ON Sumner’s Wharf. After the team halted, the door was pulled open. A salty east wind came off the river. Fields reached in and offered his hand as Miranda stepped down into a puddle. Benjamin held an umbrella, and the two men escorted her toward the warehouse door. Inside, there was the smell of tanned leather and the odor of grain stored too long. The building was illuminated by one lantern, which cast long shadows against the stacked crates and barrels.

As Miranda led Fields and Benjamin toward the light, she said, “This quarantine doesn’t end soon, most everything will rot and be worthless.”

When she neared the lantern, she could see Samuel and a gray-bearded man sitting on small kegs at a table. There was a bottle of rum, and they were drinking from pewter tumblers. The old man got to his feet as she approached, but her grandson remained seated, smiling stupidly at her.

She stood before her grandson and when he continued to smile up at her, she slapped his face. Stunned, his eyes watered. She slapped him again, harder.

He raised a hand and rubbed his jaw. “We escape the pest-house and you punish me?”

“You’re lucky they didn’t hang you as soon as you were taken off your father’s ship. You would have deserved it.” She then regarded the old man. “And you are this scoundrel from Boston?”

He bowed with mock formality. “Uriah Clapp, Madame.”

“It’s one thing for my imbecile grandson to get mixed up with prostitutes and gamblers in Paris, but you, sir, are something far worse, and you’re much closer to home.”

“But had we succeeded,” Mr. Clapp said, “we would have turned a good profit. Does not everything worthwhile require some risk? Samuel has told me of your concerns regarding his father’s financial status. My only intention was to provide an opportunity to ease your concerns for your family fortune.”

“How kind of you, Mr. Clapp.” She took hold of Samuel’s earlobe, causing him to rise from his chair. “Now I am making arrangements to get him smuggled out of here, up to Portsmouth, where he will board a packet bound for Halifax, and from there take a ship back across the Atlantic.” Her eyes never left Mr. Clapp’s face. “But what are we to do with you?” She let go of her grandson and he backed away from her, rubbing his ear. “What should we do with the man from Boston who concocted this entire scheme?”

Mr. Clapp shrugged. “I’d appreciate it if you’d just let me go home.”

“Put you on a horse and send you down the turnpike—”

“A horse, Madame, in this weather? I’d prefer that you spirit me away in a dry coach.”

“I’m sure you would, and avoid the mob that wants to get ahold of both of you.” She looked around her. Horseshoe and two of the men who worked in the blacksmith shop were standing back in the shadows. “No, I’ll have to think on what to do with you, Mr. Clapp,” she said. “First, I must get my grandson out of Newburyport, so until that is assured we’ll keep you right here, safe from any mob.”

“Under the circumstances,” he said with a slight bow, “I accept your hospitality.”

She turned away from him. Looking at the two men next to Horseshoe, she said, “I’ll leave them to see to your every comfort.” Then she started back through the dark warehouse to the door. “Horseshoe, you return to the house.”
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Slowly, the nature of the pain changed. It deepened, and something about the heat from the stones seemed to open him up, allowing the pain to radiate through his bowels and in his chest, where his lungs felt heavy and sodden. He lay perfectly still, breathing very carefully, fearful of drowning. His joints were inflamed and his ribs felt crushed. The linens wrapped tightly around his body were soaked through with sweat.

Marie gave him sips of water. They didn’t speak—to do so would require too much effort. He knew the fever had reached a point where it would either continue in its effort to claim his body, or it would begin to recede. The next few hours would tell. By dawn he would either be dead, or he would begin to push the fever back.

Marie understood this, too. It was in her eyes, the set of her mouth. At times her lips moved and she whispered prayers in French. It was a beautiful sound, her prayers, while above them the rain beat relentlessly on the canvas tent.

He closed his eyes and tried to think only of the sound of the rain, of Marie’s prayers.
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As Leander left the Mall, he saw someone rushing along High Street in the pouring rain. It was Horseshoe. Leander walked across a wide puddle and stopped in front of him.

“How’d you do it?”

“A few coins changing hands, that’s all.”

“Where’d you take them?” Leander said.

Horseshoe grinned.

Leander punched him in the nose and he went down in the mud. As he tried to get up, Leander hit him again. Dropping to his knees, Leander took hold of Horseshoe’s head and shoved his face down into the puddle. Horseshoe struggled, and Leander finally lifted his head up. “You tell me or I will drown you here and now.” He pushed Horseshoe’s face into the water again until he began choking—and again yanked his head up by the hair.

Horseshoe’s face was covered with mud. He coughed, blood running from his nose and mouth. “The warehouse,” he whispered. “Sumner’s Wharf.”

Leander punched him again, this time in the stomach. As he got to his feet, Horseshoe curled up on his side in the mud gasping for air.
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The carriage halted at the gate before the Essex-Merrimack Bridge. One of the guards bearing a lantern came to the window. Rain poured off the brim of his hat. “We have a horse waiting on the other side, Ma’am,” he said. “I have two men who will escort Mr. Sumner up to Portsmouth harbor.”

Fields removed a small leather pouch of coins and held it up to the window.

The guard hesitated before he took the pouch and then opened the door.

“Grandmother?” Samuel said.

“Stop puling like a dog,” she said without looking at him. “Save it for Paris.”

“But I don’t want to go,” he said. “Can’t I stay in Newburyport?”

“I’ve always hated this pleading tone of yours.” She nodded to Fields, who took another pouch from inside his cloak and handed it to Samuel.

“Please.” Samuel leaned toward her but she still would not face him.

“If I’m fortunate,” she said, “I will not live long enough to see you again in this world.”

Samuel climbed out and the guard led him away. After a moment, Miranda looked out the window toward the bridge and watched the swinging lantern slowly disappear in the rain.
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The rain had stopped.

There was the sound of water, dripping off the canvas tent, and there was Marie’s voice, whispering close to his left ear. He could not open his eyes—it would take too much effort, too much concentration.

And there was the penetrating heat, the weight of the stones.
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As he walked through Market Square, Leander found a pile of brush near a butcher’s stall, to be used for the fires to smoke meat. He pulled a good heavy stick from the pile and continued on across the square toward the waterfront. The stick was fairly straight—like the tithing stick Goodman Boylston had used at the meeting-house services during the collection. If a man didn’t produce a coin for the basket, his shoulder would be prodded with the stick. It was an embarrassment his father and mother would never suffer, no matter how hard the season. And Sarah, blind Sarah, she was always alert to the sound of Goodman Boylston’s stick, tapping on the floor of the meeting-house. She had once told Leander that she saw the tithing man in her dreams, and that he had a large mole on his cheek. Startled, he said that this was true. When he asked her if she feared Goodman Boylston, she said, “No, in my dreams the sun shines great warmth upon us in our pew, and father always has enough money that we fear not of the tithing stick.”

When he reached the warehouse, Leander tapped the end of the stick on the door. Inside, there was the shuffle of footsteps, and when the door opened one of Horseshoe’s helpers, a boy named Timothy, peered out in the alley. His movements were uncertain with rum. Leander raised the stick and struck him once on the side of the head, and he fell in the doorway. Leander took hold of him by one arm and dragged him outside and left him in the muddy alley; then he entered the warehouse, closing the door behind him. He walked toward the lantern light at the far end of the building, where two men were seated on barrels—one was another of Horseshoe’s blacksmiths, a large, simple boy named Nicholas. He was brutal with the horses, and he leered at the young women at the Sumner house. He was drinking rum and talking quietly with Mr. Clapp.

Both men turned when they heard Leander. Nicholas got to his feet. He stood a good hand taller than Leander and seemed pleased to see him. “What you got there?” he asked.

“This is my tithing stick, like Goodman Boylston used during Saturday meeting.”

Nicholas walked toward Leander. “Come to collect, have you?”

“I have.”

“Here’s payment.” Nicholas cocked his big right fist.

Leander held the stick with both hands. When Nicholas threw his punch, Leander swung, catching him square on the fist. Nicholas howled, and he stared at Leander with fierce eyes. When he stepped forward, Leander swung again, hitting Nicholas on the shoulder. And again, on the head. Two, three times, each blow causing the big boy to crouch lower and cry out. When Leander swung a fourth time, Nicholas sprawled on the dirt floor, silent.

Leander turned toward the lantern. Uriah Clapp was standing now. He appeared neither amused nor frightened. If anything, he was curious. “Tithing stick?” he asked. “You think you are taking up collection in meeting-house?”

“I am thinking of my congregation,” Leander said. “My family, my neighbors who lie in the pit on the hill overlooking the Mall. With the medicine you stole, they might have been saved.”

“We’ll never know.”

“But you will find out. They will tell you. My sister, she will tell you.”

Clapp glanced down at Nicholas, who had not moved. “You will beat me with that stick, and they will find me, and you will be punished. It’s the law. They have not proven that I have broken any law—you heard Ellsworth.”

“Mr. Ellsworth may have his day in court,” Leander said. “But you will come with me.”

“Where?”

“Bring the lantern and lead the way,” Leander said.

Clapp picked up the lantern. The light cast upward upon his withered face, and his eyes were in deep shadows. “Where, may I ask?”

“No, you may not. I will show you.”


Thirty-Two

MARIE WAS LEANING OVER GILES WHEN HE OPENED HIS EYES. “You have been telling the lie,” she whispered. “You never have this fever before. You are not immune.”

“A lie, yes,” he said.

Even when confused, her eyes were beautiful. “Why this one?”

“I always fancied myself a doctor, though I don’t have the formal training.”

“You are not a doctor?”

“I am a surgeon.”

“I am most upset with you.”

“Accept my apology, please.”

“You must have to keep away from this pest-house.”

“Hide? Is that what you would have me do?”

She began to straighten up, looking distraught and perhaps disgusted, but he took hold of her forearm. She leaned down to him again. “You are like the child who will not listen, and now you fall out of the tree.”

“Yes, I am falling out of the tree,” he said, smiling.

“This is funny?”

“It may as well be.”

“It does not make me laugh.” She looked away.

“I want to know something,” he said, and he waited until she looked at him again, her eyes round with hurt and fear, but also with curiosity. “What will you do? After, I mean.”

She shook her head. He did not think her eyes could be so large.

“Do you want to stay here, here in Newburyport?”

“I do not know. Where else is there to go for me? I cannot go back to France.”

“No, I hope you remain here.” She stared at him for a long time. “Please do that,” he said. “Stay here. Live here. There are people who will help you—Emanuel and Sameeka. And the boy, Leander.” She ran a finger under one eye, trying to keep the tears from running down her cheek. “Will you think about that?”

She nodded, and then she took her hand away from her face and let her tears flow.

“All right,” he said. “Then will you grant me one other request?”

“Oui.”

“You’re sure?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Will you marry me?”

She stood up straight and looked about the tent desperately. Her mouth trembled as she said, “But—”

“Please.”

“But you do not understand. I have not been always the honorable woman.”

“Now you are being funny.”

“No, I am most serious.”

“All right,” he said. “So am I. You must go and find a minister—ask Dr. Bradshaw to help. He’ll send someone for a minister. Not Reverend Cary, though. He won’t come in here.”

“No,” she said. “I will not be married by him. Is there a priest?”

“In Newburyport? No, no priests.”

Marie’s shoulders settled in resignation, until suddenly her eyes became bright, hopeful. “When I was aboard the ship from France to the islands, the captain he married a man and woman.”

“Emanuel—that’s perfect,” Giles said. “He’s captain of The Golden Hand and he can marry us. It will be an officially recognized marriage, making it easier for you to remain here.”

“But Giles, you cannot to be moved, not now. And there is only the cart used to carry the dead away.”

“Enoch,” he said. “Send him a message. He will bring a carriage.”

“Monsieur Sumner—your brother?”

“Yes, he is my brother, and I need to speak with him. Hurry, please. I haven’t got far to fall.” She looked alarmed but she nodded. He reached out and took her hand, so warm in his, and said, “Marie, before he arrives, please ask Doctor Bradshaw to have someone come and help remove these linens.” He smiled up at her. “I must bathe and dress for our wedding.”
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“Hear that?” Uriah Clapp said, looking back over his shoulder.

Walking behind him, Leander continued to tap his stick on the ground.

“It’s a mob,” the old man said. His voice was now stripped of any authority. “They are roaming the streets, looking for me and for Samuel Sumner.”

“Can you blame them?”

“I did not cause this fever—I did not bring it upon this town.”

“Who did?”

“Who knows? God? Fate?” Clapp seemed curious suddenly. “Do you think it is random, this fever, or is it earned somehow? Is it retribution?”

Leander shook his head. “It doesn’t really matter now.”

“That mob—they want blood, and you’re going to deliver me to them.”

They both stopped at the sound of voices, the tread of feet coming closer. Ahead, Leander could see a string of torches passing through Market Square. He took Clapp by the shoulder and drew him back into the darkness of a shop doorway. He watched as the mob entered Middle Street, heading into the South End.

“Now we can go,” Leander said, pushing the man out into the alley.

“I insist on knowing where you are taking me,” Clapp said.

“To the law.”

“There is no law here. Not now. That’s what this fever has done to your neighbors. They only want revenge.”

“Just keep walking.” Leander followed behind the old man, tapping the stick on the ground. They crossed Market Square and climbed State Street, which was muddy though the rain had stopped. When they reached the corner of Pleasant Street, Leander saw a couple of men standing in the doorway of the apothecary.

“You there,” one of them called. “Is that Caleb Hatch’s boy?”

“It is,” Leander said.

The men stepped out into the street. They were Robert Trumbull and Elisha Blake—both constables who had been his father’s associates. Leander always felt uneasy around Trumbull, who usually arrived for Sunday dinner already much in the drink. He had a habit of laughing at his own jokes, which Leander’s mother suffered in polite silence. Elisha Blake she simply refused to admit to her house.

“What have we here?” Trumbull asked. “This be the man from Boston everybody’s been searching for?” He was flush with drink—they both were—and he placed a hand on Leander’s shoulder. “You’ve done well, lad, capturing such a scoundrel as this. We’ll take him into custody.”

Leander stepped back, shrugging the hand off his shoulder. “Thank you, but I think it would be best if I deliver him myself to Mr. Poole.”

“Ah, hear that, Blake?” Trumbull said with delight. “He wants to take his prisoner directly to the high sheriff.”

Blake, who was stout and appeared to be having difficulty standing up straight, chuckled and said, “The high sheriff, yes. But I don’t believe he’s at the jail. I mean we was just there and he warn’t in.”

“There, you see?” Trumbull said. “So, really it would be wise to turn him over to us.”

Clapp said to Leander, “You cannot hand me over to these men.”

“Why?” Leander asked.

“It will be the same as giving me to that mob,” Clapp said. “There are some constables—these men included—who do not want me to see the inside of a courtroom.”

“Because you will testify—” Leander hesitated. “You will testify against them for their part in the robberies.”

“Precisely,” Clapp said.

Both men moved toward Clapp but stopped when Leander stepped in the way, holding up his stick. Mr. Trumbull smiled. “What’s this, young Mr. Hatch? You’re going to listen to this Boston man? You’re going to take his word?”

“I’m going to deliver him to the high sheriff,” Leander said.

“Well then,” Trumbull said. “It’s our duty to accompany you.”

“Right,” Blake said. “To make certain your prisoner doesn’t try to escape again.”

Leander nodded to Clapp, indicating that they were to continue up State Street. They set out, their boots sinking deep in the mud, the two constables following them.

“If Mr. Poole ain’t in the jailhouse,” Mr. Blake asked, “where you going to take your prisoner?”

“I will try Wolfe Tavern,” Leander said.

“See, Blake?” Mr. Trumbull said. “There’s a wise lad. Always with a plan.”

“And if he’s not there?” Blake asked.

Leander continued walking. The going was very hard in the mud. “There’s always the pest-house,” he said.

“Know what I think, Blake?” Trumbull asked pleasantly.

“What’s that?”

“I think we might propose to Mr. Poole that young Mr. Hatch join us constables. We be short a man now that his father, you know, has passed on, and it seems right appropriate that Leander here take his place, especially after he’s done this brave deed, capturing the escaped Mr. Clapp, and all. Would you be willing to second such a motion?”

“Indeed I would,” Blake said.

When they reached Wolfe Tavern, Leander saw Roger Davenport in his usual place, seated on a stool just outside the open door. “Sir,” Leander said. “Would the high sheriff be in your establishment?”

Davenport got up off his stool and came to the porch railing. “Mr. Poole is at the bar.”

“Would you mind asking him to come out here?” Leander said.

Davenport looked at the four men, nodded, and ducked inside the door. After a moment, Mr. Poole came outside, followed by Davenport, who remained in the doorway.

“This is a fine parade,” Mr. Poole said. Clearly he was with the drink, but not so much as the constables.

Trumbull stepped forward and said, “This young fellow here captured the escaped prisoner all by himself, Mr. Poole, and we accompanied him up State Street to ensure his safe delivery.”

Mr. Poole considered this a moment, and said, “Well done, Leander. Where did you find him? And what about the other—Samuel Sumner?”

“I found this man in a warehouse down on the wharves,” Leander said, “but I don’t know what happened to the other man.”

Mr. Poole walked up to Clapp. “Where is he?”

Clapp didn’t answer.

Mr. Poole shoved Clapp hard on the shoulder. “Where?”

“I don’t know,” Clapp said. “He was taken away earlier in the evening.”

“Who took him away?” Mr. Poole asked.

“I don’t know,” Clapp said.

Mr. Poole clasped his hands behind his back and walked away a bit, looking down the street toward the river. He stood there for quite some time, deep in thought. “All right,” he said finally. “We’ll take him now and return him to the jail.” Then he nodded to Trumbull and Blake, who moved to each side of Clapp and the three men began to walk back down State Street.

“You’ve done a fine job, son,” Mr. Poole said, and he looked at Roger Davenport, standing in the doorway. “See that this man gets something to eat and put it on my account, will you?” Then Mr. Poole started down the street, following the constables and their prisoner.

“You come inside now,” Roger Davenport said. “We’ll fix you up something to eat.” He stepped back inside the doorway. “And I think it’s time you might be allowed a mug of ale.”

But Leander hesitated, remaining out on the porch. “The last time I stood in this doorway,” he said, “I had been sent to fetch Dr. Wiggins. It was the night the fever was arrived aboard the Miranda.”

“Much has happened to Newburyport since then,” Roger Davenport said.

“It feels like a lifetime ago, not several weeks.”

Leander looked down the street again. The men were barely visible now, and it was beginning to rain again.

“Well,” Davenport said, “you done your duty. Now get yourself inside out of the rain.”

“Thank you,” Leander said. He was hungry, and he could smell meat cooking on the spit inside the tavern. But he thought of Cedella, waiting alone in his grandfather’s house. “Thank you, Mr. Davenport, but I must be getting down to Joppa.”

He began walking back toward the river, leaning into the rain.

[image: img]

After Giles had been washed and dressed, several orderlies carried his cot through the camp toward the gate. Marie and Eli Bradshaw led the way through the rain. Orderlies paused in their duties to watch in silence as he passed. Some of the sick tried to sit up on their cots, and many raised a hand in farewell. Esther L’Amour stood by the gate, tears streaming down her face. Gently, she placed her arms about his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

Outside the gate, Enoch stood in front of his carriage. When Giles looked at the two white stallions, his brother said, “I thought you might like to ride in the diligence, drawn by Mr. Jefferson’s fine horses.”

“This is very kind of you, Enoch.”

With great care, Giles was lifted from the cot and laid on the bench inside the carriage, where he was covered with a blanket. Enoch and Marie sat across from him.

Bradshaw leaned in the open door and took Giles’s hand. “I would attend your wedding, but there’s work to do here.” He looked at Marie. “You both have my best wishes.”

“Eli,” Giles said, and then he let go of Bradshaw’s hand.

The doctor stepped back and the footman closed the door. When the driver slapped the horses’ reins, the coach began to roll across the Mall. Each jolt sent shooting pains through Giles’s leg.

Enoch took a flask from inside his coat and offered it, but Giles shook his head. Marie also declined. “So, you are to be married to this lovely lady.” He took a sip of rum, and put the flask away. “I envy you that.”

“She will be your sister-in-law,” Giles said. “So I expect that you will do what you can to assist her.”

“Of course,” Enoch said.

“Did you tell Mother?”

“No. We had an argument, a terrible argument. She—she is exhausted, and Fields says she refuses to allow anyone into her room.”

They reached High Street, where the ride was smoother. “Samuel and Mr. Clapp escaped from the pest-house,” Giles said. “That was her doing?”

“Completely,” Enoch said. “I just don’t understand what’s happening to our mother.”

“You’ve both been cooped up in that house of yours too long.”

“I give her everything she wants.”

“And you think that’s enough? She wants to be the one who gives, not takes.”

“The woman grieves for one son, while she tries to kill the other.”

“There’s a logic at work—”

“Logic? Really, Giles, a maternal logic where a mother eats her young?”

“—that’s based on firm conviction.”

“Some conviction.” Enoch stared at Marie. “First, she takes her in, and then she throws her out—out of my own house, without asking me.” He turned and placed his hand on Giles’s shoulder. “Now she says that she’s sending Samuel back to Europe, and she’s distraught, believing she will never see him again. I suspect this is true.” Enoch hesitated a moment, and then said, “He will be safe from this mob.”

“That is all she cares about,” Giles said. “Samuel is the future of the family.”

“Perhaps you’re right, Doctor.” Enoch gently squeezed his shoulder. “She wants to order the world, and that’s what has been driving me mad all these years.” Enoch laughed before taking another drink from his flask. “But everything’s in chaos. There are reports of looting and fires as these mobs roam the streets. One group stood in front of my house earlier this evening, banging sticks on the fence and throwing rocks into the garden. I may survive this fever, but it has ruined me, I fear.”

“The scheme to sell the medicine in Boston,” Giles said. “That was entirely Samuel’s notion?”

Enoch stared out the window at the rain.

“I suspected as much,” Giles said. “You will survive, Enoch.”

“If only just,” his brother said without looking away from the window. The carriage turned down State Street, and the roof was lashed by rain that swept up from the river.

Giles placed his hand over his brother’s. “You must take care of Mother.”

“She will remain in my house, as always, but we will never speak to each other again. She told me so—through Fields, of course. Never, not a word. And when our mother makes up her mind—”

“You won’t have to endure more of her logic,” Giles said.

“True, but her silence will be worse.” Enoch smiled faintly. “It will be my punishment. Worse than poison.”
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Miranda opened her bedroom door, startling the new girl Rachel, who was sitting on the top step of the front stairs. She got to her feet hastily, looking frightened, holding a candle in her hand. “Where’s Fields?” Miranda asked.

“He instructed me to wait on you, Ma’am.”

“I didn’t ask you that, did I?”

“No. Ma’am.”

“Why isn’t he here?” Miranda didn’t know whether this girl was simply shy or slow, but it seemed to take her a long time to understand the question. “I asked you a question.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’m not sure but I believe he had to go out.” The girl glanced down the stairs, as though that way might lay her salvation. “Something about a relative falling ill.”

“The fever?”

“Perhaps, Ma’am. A messenger came, and Mr. Fields left quickly, he did.”

“Yes. That’s loyalty for you.” Miranda stepped out into the hall, pulling the bedroom door closed behind her. “There’s been a great deal of commotion about tonight. I heard my son take a carriage out earlier and don’t believe he’s returned. Tell me, would you say there’s an element of fear in the house tonight?”

“Fear? Ma’am?”

“You know the meaning of the word?”

“Of course, Ma’am.” As a sign that she was weighing the question, the girl puffed out her cheeks. “Fear—well, yes, I suppose there is something.”

“I have no doubt. This fever will drive those of us mad that it doesn’t kill.” Miranda turned and began walking down the hall toward the back of the house. “Well, come on, bring that candle,” she said over her shoulder.

Rachel followed as Miranda went to the back stairs and began to climb the dark, narrow steps to the servants’ quarters on the third floor. Every step was an effort, and at the first turn, Miranda had to stop, her hands against the walls, to catch her breath. “I have not been up here in years,” she whispered.

On the third floor, she paused once more until her breathing eased; then she began to climb the stairs—they were really almost a ladder—that ascended to the cupola.

“Ma’am, are you sure.…”

“Quiet—and stay close with that candle.”

She had to pause after each step. Her legs burned with the effort of climbing, and there seemed to be so little air. Finally, when she made it to the top of the ladder, she nearly fell as she stepped up into the cupola. Fortunately, it was cooler here in the small octagonal room, and the girl’s candle was reflected—multiplied, it seemed—in the window glass. Rain pelted the roof.

“This has been my son’s sanctuary, you see, the one place where he knows I cannot find him.” She went to the telescope, seated on its wooden tripod. “And this—have you ever seen one of these?”

“No, Ma’am.”

“A remarkable invention, really.” Miranda looked toward the river and the South End. “It’s not a clear night, and look how the sky glows.” She peered into the lens, turning the knob that adjusted the focus. “There—now take a look.”

Miranda stepped back and took the candle from Rachel. The girl reluctantly went forward and leaned down to look in the telescope. She straightened up, startled. “Fire!” she gasped, and then she put her eye to the lens again. “Two, no three fires, in the South End.” She placed her hands on the smooth metal shaft of the instrument, moving it slightly to her left. “And there are … torches. It seems there’s a crowd moving through the streets.”

“Madness, you see,” Miranda said. “This is the result of this fever. They are burning the houses of the dead, believing that that might drive the fever away.” Miranda went over to the couch. Rachel came and took her arm, helping her sit down.

“Ma’am, are you all right?”

“I feel … faint. Just let me rest. There, is that a bottle of wine on the table? Pour me a glass. And then I want you to observe what you see below. I want you to tell me what is happening down there. Tell me what this fear looks like.”
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As Leander walked along Water Street, the air in the South End became thick with smoke. The overcast sky glowed with a fire somewhere to his right. At Federal Street he passed an old man, carrying a squirming chicken in his arms. “They’re burning the houses,” he said. “One on Purchase Street. One on Bromfield. And it looks like a barn’s caught fire, too.”

Leander hurried on toward Joppa Flats. Despite the heavy rain pounding the muddy street, he could hear the sound of crowds several blocks away, sometimes angry and chanting, sometimes cheering. There was the crackle of burning timber, of walls and roofs collapsing. At the next block, two boys emerged from Lime Street, carrying burlap sacks over their shoulders—the contents rattled—pewter, or perhaps even silver. A candle holder fell out on the ground, causing one boy to stop and pick it up before he followed the other on into the dark.

At the next corner, Leander came upon a woman sitting on the stoop in her nightgown, soaking wet, her head buried in her arms as she wept. He was about to speak to her, when he heard a loud shrieking sound. Looking around the corner of the house, he saw a horse on fire sprinting down Neptune Street. Its screams were shrill, horrified, and the flames engulfed its neck and back as it veered from one side to the other, until it finally collapsed, writhing in the mud. A man ran up to the horse, aimed a pistol at its head, and fired a shot. The animal’s legs kicked once, and then it was still. The air was filled with the smell of manure, burnt hair, and cooked meat. Leander looked back at the woman on the stoop, who still keep her head buried in her arms, her shoulders quivering as she cried.

“Ma’am,” he said. “You should get inside out of this rain.”

She lifted her head but didn’t look directly at him. Slowly she got to her feet, and as she stepped inside the front door she said, “Bastards stole my last pig.”

Leander ran the rest of the way to his grandfather’s house. The door was locked, but Cedella must have seen him coming because she opened it immediately. It was dark inside—she had not even lit a candle. As he closed the door behind him, she flung her arms around his shoulders. She was shivering and he hugged her tightly, while out the window the clouds above the river glowed from the distant fires.
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Once Giles’s cot was on deck, The Golden Hand cast off its dock lines and drifted away from the jetty. When they were well out in the basin, Emanuel ordered Francois to drop anchor. From the river, Newburyport appeared to be under siege. There was looting all along the waterfront. The sounds, the smoke, the fires illuminating the lowering clouds—it was as though some foreign army had invaded the seaport.

“This rain,” Emanuel said, “we can rig up a canopy to protect you.”

“No,” Giles said. “I will miss the rain, but I will miss the Merrimack fog even more.” He looked at Emanuel. “Have you ever done this, married anyone?”

“No. I have no idea how to proceed.”

“The bible,” Sameeka said, and turning to Dominique, “Go fetch it.”

The girl went below decks and while they waited, Giles closed his eyes. He seemed to drift. He felt the warm rain on his face, and Marie was holding his hand. The vessel rocked gently on the river’s incessant current, and for the first time since the amputation the pain in his leg was gone. He wondered if he might not stand up now. It was time. The weight and searing heat of the stones was gone, the sharp scent of vinegar had been washed away, and it was time to rise up off this cot. He was eager to walk to the prow of the ship, where he could look down at the water. It was the water: Newburyport was defined by water. It cradled all of them, the tides, rising and falling every six hours, day after day, creating weeks, months, years, lifetimes, and generations where the water never ceases to run out to sea, only to return upriver, moving, constantly moving as though blood through his veins.

And then he thought he opened his eyes. They were all standing around him, their faces illuminated by a flickering lantern. Emanuel was reading from a bible. “And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.” Marie was holding Giles’s hand tightly now. He tried to squeeze her fingers but was unable to do so—it was as though his hand was also separated from his body. Someone was crying, perhaps the little girl, perhaps his brother Enoch, who looked away as his shoulders quaked with fear. Or so it seemed. Giles said something to him, something he’d kept to himself for years, but Enoch didn’t seem to hear, or perhaps he couldn’t understand. And then Marie leaned down, whispering her Catholic prayer in French, her face wet with rain, and her lips against his, salty and warm. It was that taste of brine that carried him downriver, over the bar at Plum Island, and out into the ocean, where he drifted effortlessly lower and lower into the cold dark water.

[image: img]

Leander opened his eyes and looked out the window at Water Street. It was just first light and the rain had stopped. He was sitting in his grandfather’s rocking chair, his rifle across his lap. Turning his head, a blanket that had been draped about his shoulders—vaguely he remembered her hands in the middle of the night—fell to the floor. In the other room, Cedella was sleeping in his grandfather’s bed. She lay curled on her side, facing the wall, the sheet pulled up over a sculpted hip, her black hair spilled across the pillow. He could hear her breathing.

And outside he could hear the sound of waves, the morning chatter of seagulls. He stood up, his legs stiff, and leaned the rifle against the rocking chair. He went to the door and opened it to the smell of salt water. He stepped out into the dooryard, loosening his trousers and relieving himself in a bush. Downhill, the tide was in and water lapped the beach just below the row of clam shacks. Clam digging wouldn’t begin on the flats until late morning.

As he fastened his buttons, he saw something move on the beach. Something rolling gently in the waves. There was not enough light to see. He started down the path, as though drawn, gazing at the water. The tide had brought something in, a log, or perhaps a large dead fish. Its movement in the waves was mesmerizing, beckoning, and as he descended the hill Leander walked faster, until he broke into a run when he reached the sand. From behind him he heard Cedella’s voice. “Leander, what is it?” He’d never heard her call out before, and the force and clarity of her voice seemed to chase him down the beach. “What is it?”

It was a body. Leander waded out into the cold water, his bare feet sinking into the muck. He could see a shoulder, the side of the head above the water, and an arm that rose and fell with each small wave. It was a man, his naked back to Leander, his hair white.

Papi?

Leander tried to run, lifting his feet up and out of the water, but he only managed to trip, falling forward and landing on his hands and knees.

“Who is it?” Cedella’s voice was closer. He looked ashore and watched her run down the path to the beach. “Who is it?”

He got to his feet, his clothes heavy now with water, and waded out farther.

“Papi?” he said as he grabbed the shoulder, the flesh cold, hard, and rolled the body on to its back, bringing the face up out of the water and revealing a gash in the forehead. The deep wound had been washed clean by water, and the unmoving eyes stared at the early morning sky in disbelief.

Leander heard Cedella coming up behind him in the water. Turning, he went back to her and took her in his arms and she clutched him tightly, her face buried against his chest.

“It’s the Boston man,” he said.

“It is revenge, for this fever.”

“Perhaps.”

“A sacrifice,” she said. “I believe this to be true.”

“My grandfather,” Leander said, “he might think so, too.”

Looking back toward the beach, they saw others—Joppa clam diggers, their wives, and children—coming down to the beach now, pointing and calling to each other, some still in nightshirts and gowns, wading out into the shallows.

“This be a kind of baptism,” Cedella said.

“Yes,” Leander said, “here on Joppa Flats.”


Epilogue

October 1796

WHEN FIELDS OPENED THE FRONT DOOR OF THE SUMNER HOUSE, Leander noted that his blue satin vest was soiled and missing a button. This would not have been possible only a few weeks earlier. The manservant appeared frailer, too, his gaze distracted and uncertain. Some of his relatives had been taken late in the epidemic. After several weeks of cool weather in September, the first frost seemed final confirmation that the epidemic had passed, and within days the pest-house was dismantled. When the quarantine was finally lifted, Newburyport slowly returned to its customary routine—the wharves were active, shipbuilding resumed in the yards, and there was again a reasonable commerce in Market Square—but there was something changed in the way people conducted their daily business. They were more deliberate, more earnest. On the street people were less likely to greet one another, let alone pause to exchange pleasantries. What conversation was necessary tended to be somber and respectful. It took time to accept that one was a survivor. It took time—and contemplation—to realize that one must live on after so many had died.

Leander was admitted to the vestibule, where he removed his wide-brimmed leather hat. Fields led him up the stairs. Framed paintings were missing from the wall, leaving oblong ghosts in the grimy white paint. In the second floor hall dust balls drifted along the baseboards. When they reached Mrs. Sumner’s bedroom door, Fields paused to consider Leander. His stare was direct, and it seemed to indicate that Leander should prepare himself. The manservant then knocked, raised the latch, and opened the door. Leander entered the room, and the door was immediately pulled shut behind him.

Mrs. Sumner lay on her back in the canopy bed, her eyes closed. She was greatly bloated since he’d last seen her. Her skin was white with a blue pallor around the slack mouth. He put his medicine bag and hat on the nightstand. Leaning over her, he took in a sour, unwashed odor, which he had become familiar with since he’d begun to apprentice for Dr. Bradshaw. It was a scent that came off of bodies that had ceased—or nearly ceased—to function. Dr. Bradshaw called it the Last Reek.

She opened one eye—the left eye remaining closed, the lid encrusted with what looked like grains of sugar. As her right eye looked toward the nightstand, she said, “Giles’s medicine bag.” She spoke slowly, the left side of her mouth barely moving.

“It is, Ma’am.”

“I heard Marie gave it to you when you joined Eli Bradshaw’s practice. He lacks imagination, but you can learn much from him. Eventually, when you go out on your own, you will have to reject a great deal of what he taught you. But that’s a long ways off. At least your apprenticeship isn’t with Wilberforce Strong, who would teach you to trust in the Lord, but little about medicine. Now help me sit up.”

She began to struggle under the weight of the bed sheets and counterpane. It appeared that her entire left side was enfeebled, if not completely paralyzed. Leander arranged several pillows which helped elevate her head. The activity made her cough vigorously.

“There’s fluid in your lungs,” he said. “You should sit up more often.”

“I know, but I think I’m destined to drown in the river of my own making. Consider it a last form of baptism.” She looked toward the medicine bag again. “The doctor had something he gave me—I can’t remember the name now. My memory, it’s going, I fear. When you get to a certain age, the only part of you that remains is your memory, and when that begins to fail, you have come to the end of you. And then among the bits and pieces that remain, you wonder who you were, and whether it ever mattered.” She attempted a smile. “My memory, my house, my staff—all going. Most have left. We can’t pay anyone anymore, you understand, and those who have remained—Fields, Benjamin, his father, and his very pregnant wife—they remain out of a modicum of loyalty, but primarily for the roof over their heads and what little food we manage to put on the table. Last week, Enoch had to sell Mr. Jefferson’s horses to a farmer down to Ipswich. Yet he still maintains that when his ships—the ones he hasn’t sold, that is—return from Europe next spring, our financial fortunes will begin to reverse, but I don’t share such inebriated optimism. This coming winter will kill me and ruin him. By spring he will have sold this house, and I’m thankful that I won’t be here to see that.” She looked up at Leander, suddenly alert. “What was I saying? Oh, there was a concoction the doctor gave me, in a brown bottle. I mixed it with water.”

“Yes, I have that,” Leander said.

“That’s why I specifically asked for you. Bradshaw actually believes he might occasionally save a life! Physicians and ministers, what fools, thinking they can save lives and souls. Whatever for? That’s what I say. No, we are well beyond such nonsense here. It is the descent that concerns us now, the nature of the descent, and my son the doctor understood what was necessary to ease the way. This you must also learn. Do so, and you will be in great demand and never go wanting for patients.” She gazed at the medicine bag eagerly. “Laudanum, that’s what it’s called, no?”

“Yes, Ma’am. But first I must examine you.”

“Really? I’m already half dead.”

“I will be expected to report on your condition to Dr. Bradshaw.”

“Well, perhaps you could just give me a half dose?”

“I need to listen to your heart, Ma’am, if you’ll permit me.”

“Why waste your time? The old thing’s beating, if only just.”

“Please, Mrs. Sumner. It is necessary.”

She sighed, and turned her head away submissively.

Carefully, he untied the top of her nightgown. Her skin was mottled, blotched, and as he placed his ear to her breastbone he held his breath. He could hear a double-thud, faint and slow. Dr. Bradshaw said to listen for noise around the heart beat, a rumble sometimes, or what he called a murmur. Leander heard fluid, and he thought of tides, water flooding the clam flats in the Merrimack, though this certainly was blood—blood tides, rising and falling in the chambers of the heart. Whenever the doctor took a lancet to a patient, it was a surprise to Leander how swiftly the blood flowed from the open vein. The heart pushes the blood, allowing it to circulate throughout the body; a simple engine, really, given a remarkable task—once it begins beating, the heart never quits, until one day it just stops.

He was about to lift his head when her right arm moved and she laid her hand on his scalp, pressing him to her.

“When they were young,” she whispered, her voice rising up through her chest as much as out of her contorted mouth, “the boys would come to me, tired and in need of a nap. I would encourage them to lay their heads on my chest. This went on long after they no longer suckled. I’d never known a more peaceful sleep than with both boys lying here like this.” Her fingers stroked his cheek a moment until she lifted her hand.

Leander was suddenly reluctant to take his head away from the warmth of her flesh. “With my mother, as well,” he said.

As he straightened up, her eye inspected him closely and he felt somewhat embarrassed. “You’ve suffered your losses well,” she said. “But then you are young. Your heart is strong. And I hear that you have Cedella with you.”

“Yes, she is,” he said. He opened the medicine bag, took out a small brown bottle, and placed it on the nightstand. “Much has changed in such a short period of time.”

It had been a week since the morning when Cedella returned from the outhouse, looking confused and, he thought, troubled. He asked if something was the matter, but she went about her business, preparing tea and rolling dough to bake bread. In such a short time she had made his grandfather’s small house clean and tidy, a place he longed to return to each night. Finally, once the dough was in the oven, she sat in the rocking chair, tears rolling down her cheeks. And when he knelt beside her she told him that for several weeks now her blood had not flowed.

“We plan to marry next month,” he said.

“Do you now?” Mrs. Sumner asked.

“And in the spring I hope to begin to rebuild our house on Orange Street. Only the chimney remains from the old house, but it can be repaired, and it will provide a strong foundation for the timbers.” Suddenly, he was overcome with the desire to tell her, to say what he had been thinking. “We will need the room.”

“Cedella, yes. I’m not surprised that she proved durable.”

“We have not told anyone yet.”

“Your secret’s safe with me.” She turned her head away on the pillow. “But you must tell me something else. Marie, you see her?”

“Yes, of course. She resides there in Market Square, and she gave me Dr. Wiggins’s medicine bag and instruments. At his instructions, evidentially.”

“I have sent Fields, but she refuses to come and see me. One cannot blame her, under the circumstances.”

“Well, she herself is much occupied.”

Mrs. Sumner now turned her head to look at him, and her stare had such force that he sat down on the side of the bed. Highly inappropriate, Dr. Bradshaw would say, but she didn’t seem to mind. And then her hand, her right hand, reached out and took hold of his wrist. “She is with child, is she?”

Leander nodded.

“Fields wasn’t certain but suggested as much.” Her hand moved down until her fingers entwined with his, dry and surprisingly firm. “Now, you must understand some things about this family. When I learned that Giles had died and been buried at sea, it was a shock, but after seeing him, feverish, with his leg amputated, I was somewhat prepared. But a week later word came that a ship bound for London had gone down in a storm a day out from Halifax, and that’s when I collapsed. Samuel was aboard that ship. Stupid, abject Samuel. But it hit me with such force. At first I didn’t understand why. But lying here these weeks, I came to realize that with Giles and Samuel gone, it would soon mean the end of this family. And I had such hopes for it. You may think me a devious, conniving old woman, but this desire was always behind my every thought and action. But now we may have a future, and it’s up to Marie, whom I pushed out of this house.” She held his hand tightly. “So you must watch over them, see that these children grow strong and well.” He was perplexed, but she only stared at him. “You must promise me this.”

“I will, of course.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” She let go of his hand and closed her eyes.

He got to his feet, picking up his hat and medicine bag, looked down at her once more, and left the room. Fields was waiting out in the hall, and he gave Leander the slightest bow before entering the bedroom and shutting the door behind him.
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Leander descended the front stairs and found Benjamin standing in the vestibule, his hands clasped behind his back. “Must I address my former assistant as Doctor now?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“It’s that damned leather bag and such a fine leather hat—they’re the only thing that separates you from the stable boy who’s up to his knees in manure.”

“True,” Leander said, “though the hat belonged to my grandfather.”

“I see, an heirloom to keep you warm through the coming long winter.” Benjamin gestured toward the library down the hall. “He wants a word.”

“Really?” Leander started down the hall, pausing to look back at Benjamin. “Rachel, how is she doing?”

Benjamin extended his hands in front of his stomach. “She thinks twins. Runs in the family, apparently. If I had only known—”

“What would you have done?”

“Given half measure?”

“You, sir, are incapable of doing so, in anything.”

Benjamin gave a slight, mocking bow.

Leander continued on down the hall and knocked on the library door, and from within Mr. Sumner said, “Come in.” The door creaked as it opened. The curtains were drawn and it was quite dark; Leander stepped inside and shut the door. He could barely see his former master, lying on the daybed. What little light was in the room seemed to be concentrated in the reflection off the wine bottle that stood on the floor by Mr. Sumner’s hand. The room was stuffy, but the air was sweetened by the smell of Madeira.

“How is she?”

“Resting comfortably, sir.”

“I wish I were.” He pointed toward a chair by the desk. “Come, sit down. No formalities, understand? Besides, I’m too poor now.”

Leander sat in the chair and placed his hat and bag on the floor by his feet.

“Wine?”

“No, no thank you.”

“She’s had an awful turn, you know. First Giles, and then Samuel. I suppose I’ve always been motivated by jealousy, first toward my younger brother—she always favored him, you know—so I thought—” he swept his arm above his head, as though presenting the room, lined with hundreds of volumes—“I thought this, a fine house, with gardens and stables and all, this might impress her. And then my own son, Samuel. She took to that overfed, worthless child as if he were her own. Out of sympathy, I would tell myself. But, still, it hurts. Sad, really. So much of what we do, what we become is the result of the first thing we desire in life: mother’s love.” He picked up the bottle of wine, raised it to his mouth, and drank. When he lowered the bottle, he held it out toward Leander. “You sure? I believe we once shared a bottle, didn’t we?”

“Yes, one night out in the orchard.”

“Right. Poisoned—I was convinced it was poisoned. Well, you survived that.”

“Thank you, no.”

Mr. Sumner held the bottle in his lap. “So, you’re a professional man now, though it never much got in Giles’s way. This is why I want to speak with you. The night he died aboard that ship, The Golden Hand. He told me something I know he wanted me to pass on to you. It’s why you inherited that medicine bag of his, which was the only thing he really had to give to his son.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

Mrs. Sumner had said them—you must watch over them. Leander scratched his cheek, repeatedly. “His son? I’m his son?”

“Your mother never let on?”

“No.”

“You had no idea.”

Leander took his hand away from his face and looked at it as though it might reveal something. “No, not exactly. But—but I suppose there were moments when I felt that there was something between them. I recall once he said something about my eyes resembling hers.” He folded his hands in his lap and looked toward the window. A thin shaft of sunlight passed between the curtains, and a constellation of dust motes drifted in the air. “And the morning after Dr. Wiggins inspected your ship Miranda, I recall that when I told my mother about it, she seemed, I don’t know, different, keenly aware in a way I didn’t understand. I thought it had to do with the quarantine.”

“Yes, well, they did the proper thing, those two, and kept their love in quarantine for all those years. A weaker man and woman … but no matter now.” Mr. Sumner raised the bottle to his mouth again and finished it off. “So, that makes you—it makes us related. You’re my nephew, I believe.”

“I suppose that is so.”

“Which is why I must tell you that I cannot—you see, all these years Giles looked after Mother, and she insisted that I compensate him fairly, but now I’m afraid I won’t be able to do this—”

“It’s not necessary, sir.”

“—but you see—” again he gestured with his arm, “most everything is taken, sold off. This furniture, my library, most of my ships, everything. And I still have creditors a-knocking, demanding their due. I don’t have enough to square things with everyone, and eventually this house will go on the block.” He lowered his arm. “Then where will I be?”

“Your mother said you have ships that will return in the spring.”

“She believes that, does she? Good.” Mr. Sumner turned on the daybed and placed his feet on the floor. He put the bottle down and rested his elbows on his thighs. “I must ask you, nephew, if you’ll still continue to care for her—I can’t deny her that.”

“Of course I will, sir. I’ll look in on her regularly.”

“Good. Your compensation will be somewhat unusual, but I hope it will suffice.”

Mr. Sumner got to his feet, rather unsteadily, and offered his hand. This was, Leander realized, intended as a compliment. They shook hands, and immediately Mr. Sumner sat down on the daybed, stretched out, and turned his head away. Leander picked up his hat and medicine bag and went to the door. Before going out, he looked back toward the daybed, but it was so dark he could barely see Mr. Sumner.
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Benjamin was waiting out in the hall.

“He mentioned the matter of your compensation?”

Leander nodded.

“This way, then.”

Benjamin led him down the hall and into the kitchen, which was empty except for the heavy old woman who had once given Leander a bowl of stew, and Rachel, who was large with child, tending to a pot hanging in the fireplace. She looked up uncertainly, and she offered Leander the faintest smile.

Benjamin led him out into the courtyard. “Delivered any babies yet?”

“Assisted.”

“No trick to it, I understand. Though making them’s more to my liking. It’s the one thing I’m good at. My father says making sons is as easy as blowing a feather off your knee. Daughters, easier.”

“I will be visiting Mrs. Sumner again soon, so perhaps I could have a look at Rachel?”

“We’d appreciate it, Doctor. And I have yet another favor to ask when you return.”

They crossed the courtyard and entered the stable. It was cold inside, and the stalls were empty. Oddly, there was no noise, no activity; there had always been the sound of work being done—hammers, saws, the sigh of the bellows in the blacksmith’s shop. Now there was only silence. At the back of the stable they came to the groom’s office. The door was open, and Mr. Penrose was asleep in a chair, wrapped in a blanket before the small stove. His breathing was labored.

Benjamin touched Leander on the sleeve, and led him toward the back doors of the stable. “Between the Madame, Master Sumner, and my father, I don’t know who’s going to go first. I just want to see that he’s comfortable.”

“We’ll see what we can do for him.” Leander stopped and placed his bag on a bale of hay. He took out a bottle and gave it to Benjamin. “This should ease the congestion in his lungs.”

Benjamin nodded as he put the bottle in his vest pocket. “He’s been going downhill since the night that that Boston man died.”

“Mr. Clapp.”

“They fixed the scoundrel, though it almost killed my father.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t know?”

“The Boston man washed up on Joppa Flats, dead. Cedella and I were there. There are all sorts of stories—about the constables, about the mobs—but no one seems to know for certain what happened.”

“Because no one really wants to know,” Benjamin said. “I hear there was talk of taking action against some of the constables—perhaps even the high sheriff Thomas Poole—but there was no proof.”

“But you know?”

Benjamin leaned a haunch on the bale of hay. “We were there—my father and me. There had been a mob roaming the streets, looking for Clapp and Samuel. They finally found Clapp, who was in the custody of the high sheriff and some of his constables. Word came that Samuel had escaped Newburyport, and this turned the mob for the worse. They demanded that Poole give up Clapp, and they threw a rope over a lantern post down by the wharves. Poole argued for law and order, but it was hopeless—even some of his own men were for a hanging then and there.”

“I believe that,” Leander said. “I saw them earlier, and they were out for blood.”

“There was a great deal of confusion, a brawl, really. And my father—he was never one to keep out of the fray—he took a beating and ended up in a puddle. Caught a terrible chill, he did, and his breathing ain’t been right since. But this Clapp, somehow during the fracas he got free. Runs out on the wharf, chased by this drunken mob—runs right off the end of the wharf and disappears into the river, and were they ever disappointed.”

“And the next morning we found his body on Joppa flats,” Leander said.

“So, it should be a lesson,” Benjamin said, and then he smiled. “A lesson for men who think they can come north from Boston to take advantage of Newburyporters.” Benjamin got to his feet and walked toward the back of the stable.

Leander picked up his leather bag and followed. The stalls were empty, the fleet of carriages gone. When they went out the stable door, Leander tugged down on the brim of his hat, shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare. Then he looked across the paddock at one of Thomas Jefferson’s stallions—harnessed and saddled, its white coat glistening in the light.

Benjamin walked over and took hold of the reins, rubbing the horse’s nose with his free hand. “I trust this will be compensation enough?” he said. “Master had an agreement to sell both, but at the last minute he changed his mind. And now it’s yours.” Benjamin reached out and took the medicine bag.

Leander approached the horse, placed his foot in the stirrup, and pulled himself up and over into the creaking saddle. The horse turned its head until its eye could see him, and it snorted and shook its mane.

“There,” Benjamin said as he began to tie the medicine bag to the saddle, “you two should get along splendidly.”

“I believe so.”

Stepping back, Benjamin said, “Well, be on your way now and do your rounds, and stop by again soon.”

“Until then, Benjamin.”

The stallion walked down the length of the paddock and through the open gate. Was a time when the gate would always have been closed, locked, and guarded by a sentry. Now there was little left to take from the Sumner house.

On High Street, Leander eased the reins and the horse quickened his gait, slowing when they turned down State Street. As they passed Wolfe Tavern, Roger Davenport was seated upon his stool in the doorway, arms folded. His eyes studied the fine white horse with genuine interest, but seemed to take little notice of the rider. A few doors down, an elderly couple were mending fishnet in the side yard. When they looked up from their work, the wife said, “There be the new doctor,” and raising her arm in greeting she called, “Afternoon, sir!” By way of greeting, Leander touched the brim of his hat and continued down to Market Square, where a crowd had gathered to trade, while overhead seagulls wheeled in fall air tinged with the briny scent of the marshes.


Afterword

MY WORK ON THIS BOOK REALLY BEGAN NEARLY FORTY YEARS ago in a dilapidated clapboard house on Tyng Street in Newburyport’s North End. I had graduated from Boston College the year before and had no real notion of what I might do with my life, with one exception: I wanted to write stories. I realize now that a Federalist house built in the 1790s was the perfect place for me to start.

A man I knew had bought the house for less than twenty thousand dollars. He was looking for cheap labor and I was looking for a reason to get out of Boston. He knew that I had worked summers in college painting houses, so he offered me a deal I couldn’t refuse: I could live in the enormous house rent-free and he would pay me four dollars an hour to help restore the place. He made this offer over beers on a Friday night, and to his surprise I arrived the following Monday with my mattress tied to the roof of my car. The drive north from Boston to Newburyport was thirty-eight miles, but the true distance seemed not a matter of miles but of centuries. When I entered the seaport at the mouth of the Merrimack, I was certain I had just traveled through a time warp and landed in the eighteenth century.

Over the next year or so, I came to know every inch of that house on Tyng Street. The restoration of Newburyport’s houses and buildings was just beginning at that time. When I arrived in the spring of 1973, most of the brick storefronts along State Street and in Market Square were empty. It wasn’t until the following winter that much of downtown was wrapped in scaffolding and the extensive restoration of the commercial district began, leading Newburyport into a remarkable period of growth and rejuvenation. On Tyng Street, I began by gutting the entire house, and more than any research conducted in the stacks at libraries and historical societies it was that job which led me to writing this novel nearly four decades later. When you gut a house by hand, your primary tools are the claw-hammer, cat’s paw, crowbar, and sledge, all powered by sweat and muscle. The nails I pulled were often original square-cut nails that dated back to when the house was built. History had been chronicled throughout the house. Newspapers, books, a set of racing forms, and one diary (written by a man who had frequently been institutionalized) were discovered, along with the remains of dead animals, when plaster-and-lath walls and wide pine floorboards were ripped out. But the greatest curiosity was the wood itself which, when removed, revealed a personal historical record. Frequently, I would discover on the back of boards a carpenter’s penciled jottings, measurements taken generations earlier. Most intriguing were the pieces of wood that had been signed and dated by someone who had worked on the house centuries before—and in one case the recorded date, scratched into a wall stud with a nail, pre-dated the house, indicating that some of the lumber had been salvaged from an earlier structure. Never have I felt a stronger connection to the past as when I held such pieces of wood in my hands.

I lived in Newburyport for most of the next decade, until I went to graduate school in the Midwest and ultimately found a job teaching in Michigan. Part of me has never really left Newburyport, and when I am able to return, I’m a shameless gawker: I take long walks and slow drives about town, gazing at the houses, marveling at their sheer substance and architectural integrity. There are few streets that don’t have at least one house that I don’t know well because I lived in it, worked on it, and often both. I moved frequently in those years, accompanied by my faithful white mutt who answered to Toby. I was always broke or nearly so, yet I knew then that my days in Newburyport were rich. It was a good place for a young writer to get blisters on his hands.

When it comes to acknowledgements for this book, my first thought is of Newburyporters—the folks I knew during the years I lived there, certainly; but it goes beyond my time, back to those people who signed their names to a piece of molding because they too saw and felt the uncommon nature of that city at the mouth of the Merrimack. They were building a community, one that has weathered the erosion of history remarkably well. Life was seldom easy, to be sure; but I believe that there, in those houses, we shared something that has become all too rare these days—a sense of belonging to that place; a love for the river, the salt marshes, the Plum Island dunes, and, of course, the Atlantic.

Those who are familiar with the history of Newburyport may recognize that some aspects of this story have been gleaned from the works of writers such as John J. Currier, Sarah Anna Emery, and John Marquand, as well as old issues of Newburyport newspapers, and that certain characters may at times bear some of the foibles, predilections, and eccentricities that are often associated with particular historical personages of some repute (to put it kindly).

Fiction is misrepresentation, though sometimes despite its artificial devices it manages to reveal some hard-won truth. I hope that at the very least this novel might shed a little light on Newburyport’s past. Needless to say, my renderings of these characters, places, and events are the product of my own suspect imagination; any oversights, inaccuracies, or errors are solely my fault. If you can forgive them, I would be most grateful.

There are certain individuals who bear a great deal of responsibility for helping me complete this book, particularly as its final drafts were written, revised, and edited in the aftermath of my wife Patricia’s death last year. This book, and the folks who assisted me with it, helped me get through all that, and to them I am forever indebted.

I’m most appreciative of how Claiborne Hancock and Jessica Case at Pegasus Books treat book-making as an act of faith; and how my agent Noah Lukeman continues to provide two things a writer needs: encouragement and sound advice.

I am indebted to my good friends and colleagues here in Marquette, and to Northern Michigan University for the Peter White Scholar Award and the sabbatical, which made it possible for me to complete this book.

Thanks to Amy Smith Borash, who read through these pages with pen in hand, miraculously righting all that I got crooked, confused, or listing to starboard.

The map of Newburyport in this book was created by Newburyport artist Susan Spellman, with whom I attended grammar school (from the very beginning she excelled at art, and the nuns clearly liked her best, even Sister Robert Marion); and it has been wonderful to reconnect after too many years with one of my favorite old-time hockey rink rats, Susan’s husband, Jay McGovern.

Special thanks to Joyce Abugov, who over the years has sent me newspaper clippings, photographs, and books about Newburyport. Whenever I return to Newburyport, Joyce, her daughter Michaella, and their excellent Labrador Neo, have always offered me shelter in their beautifully restored Federalist home. And this too calls to mind the memory of Ross Benjamin Scott.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my brothers Peter and Michael, and my sister Elizabeth. Without you, my new world would be a most dismal and solitary place.
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