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By the time Isaac Evans mounted the stone stairs of College Hall, the main academic building on the University of Pennsylvania campus, in the spring of 1871, he had already made his decision to discontinue his studies. He had notified the registrar of his decision not to continue in the fall term. He had sold many of his textbooks to raise temporary funds.

The war to preserve the union had been over for years by then, and though the country was recovering from its devastating effects, Philadelphia boomed with trade, and its streets clamored with people and animals.

Even West Philadelphia, where the college had relocated, buzzed with new development. Middle-class families were moving from the crowding of Center City across the Schuylkill to the tree-lined streets. He couldn’t stand all the noise and congestion and found it difficult to concentrate in his rented room at 42nd and Pine.

The woman who owned the house had four small children who were always crying or yelling in the yard. The only time he could study quietly was at night after they were in their beds, and candles were expensive.

Horse-driven streetcars had replaced the omnibuses of yore, and their steel rails blanketed the city. New campus buildings were under construction, and Isaac had often listened to professors over the sounds of hammer and sledge in the background.

He was tired of the city and yearned for places he had only read about—vast forests, green meadows, the still waters of lakes and the rushing streams that fed them.

This visit to pick up his final paper from Professor Artemus Branson was his last academic duty. The wood paneling on the interior of College Hall still smelled new, though the building was over a year old. Isaac climbed the central stair to Professor Branson’s second-floor office.

Branson was nearly thirty years older than Isaac, and since Isaac had begun at the college, the man had been a mentor to him. Perhaps it was because they shared some physical similarities—both were tall and lanky, with sandy blond hair, though Branson’s was streaked with white. More likely because they both shared a passion for American literature in its nascent state.

They had spent many afternoons in this cozy, wood-paneled office, with a view of the expansive College Green, discussing the books of William Cullen Bryant, Washington Irving, and James Fenimore Cooper. More recently they had focused on the recent works of Henry David Thoreau, the subject of Isaac’s final paper.

“Marvelous scholarship, Mister Evans,” Branson said, as he handed the paper back to Isaac, its margins filled with notes and suggestions. “You have an excellent grasp of Thoreau’s ideas. I think this would make a fine basis for further study next term.”

“Thank you, but I won’t be coming back.”

“Is it a matter of finances?” Isaac saw Professor Branson peering at him, judging the cheap cut of his clothes, the wear of his shoes.

“I want to act as Mister Thoreau did,” Isaac said, in a burst. “I want to leave the workaday world behind and live in nature.”

Professor Branson burst into laughter as he motioned Isaac to the fan-backed wooden chair across from his desk. “You realize he only lived at Walden Pond for a few months. And even then he was going back and forth into town. He was no hermit.”

“But that’s what I want to be,” Isaac insisted as he sat. “I am tired of the hustle of city life. I want to be able to read, to enjoy nature.”

Professor Branson frowned, then steepled his fingers. “What do your parents think of this? They have encouraged your education thus far, have they not?”

Isaac shrunk down in the chair. “They have, sir. They have been set on my becoming a teacher, to better myself from their station.”

“Which is?”

Isaac sat up a bit straighter. So many of his classmates came from money that he had been perpetually embarrassed by his family’s relative poverty. But both of his parents did honorable work, and there was nothing to be ashamed of. “My father is a commercial painter and my mother does laundry.”

“Their goal for you is an admirable one. And I have to tell you, Mr. Evans, that you would be wasted in any other field. You have an intuitive grasp of literature, and the academy needs men like you. Why, if you were willing to complete a dissertation, I am sure you would be qualified for a university teaching position.”

Branson let that sink in for a moment, then added, “Think how proud that would make your parents.”

A robin landed on the windowsill, facing into the office. His red breast stuck out proudly and he cocked his head as if analyzing those on the other side of the glass.

Isaac’s resolve wobbled. If he could stick out his education for a few more years, manage to live in the clamor and odor of the city, he might be able to gain a position like Branson’s. He could live in the shadier parts of West Philadelphia, focus on a life of the mind.

But that was too distant and too unreliable a goal. No, he needed to remain steadfast. It would be the country for him.

He told Branson that, and Branson nodded. “And how will you pay your bills?”

Isaac shrugged. “I will do as Thoreau did, live off the land. My back is strong and I can help my neighbors in exchange for food and small coin.”

“Perhaps I might be of some help in that regard,” Branson said. “I sit on the board of governors of the Delaware Canal. Do you know it?”

Isaac shook his head.

“The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania has constructed a network of canals to connect Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Lake Erie. One part of that is the Delaware Canal, which runs from Bristol in Bucks County to Easton, sixty miles north, where it connects with the Lehigh Canal.”

Isaac frowned. What did a canal have to do with him?

“I happen to know that there is a position for a lock keeper along the canal, some few miles south of New Hope. It is called Bucklebury, after a farm that was nearby but eventually failed. It is quite a rustic location, and one that might appeal to you. The work is hard but it is for the most part quiet. You would have the opportunity to commune with nature, as you wish, but at the same time earn a salary.”

Branson paused. “You might even be able to put aside a few coins to help your family, should they need it.”

Isaac leaned forward. It seemed to be everything he wanted. And having a job in hand would ease telling his parents that he was leaving his studies.

“How would I apply for this position?”

Branson pulled out a sheet of paper, dipped his pen in his inkwell, and wrote out a name and address for Isaac. “Apply here, and tell them that Artemus Branson recommends you.”

Isaac took the paper from Branson, and shook it lightly to help the ink dry. “I cannot thank you enough,” he said. “Your support has always been crucial to me—but this? This goes beyond anything I could expect.”

“Wait until you put your back into operating that lock,” Branson said. “And then when you have worn your body out, come back to me. But don’t wait too long—the brain is a muscle, too, and it can atrophy over time with lack of use.”

“I will keep using it,” Isaac said as he stood. “I promise you that.”

There was something prophetic about the town’s name, he thought, as he left Branson’s office and walked down the broad marble stairs for the last time. New Hope.  For the first time since he began his college studies, he had a new plan for his life. And a new hope.
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Lenert Tessmer walked beside the mule team along the towpath, speaking to them softly. He’d always liked talking to the animals he took care of, back on his family farm in Prussia. Now that he was in America, the animals were the only ones who understood him.

He had privately named them Hannah and Elsa, after his younger sisters, and sometimes he spoke to them the way he had to the girls. After his father had banished him from the farm, he hadn’t even had the chance to say goodbye to them, so it helped ease his pain and loneliness to consider these big animals his siblings.

He missed the friendship of the men he had met on the boat that had brought him from Bremen to Philadelphia. Soon after departure, he had met a Bavarian named Jonas, only a few years older than Lenert, and from the countryside, too. When the weather was clear and they were allowed up on deck, they spent much time together, talking of their childhoods and their hopes for the future.

Most of the men in their little group, like Bert, Gustav and Richter, had plans for the future, but Lenert did not. He had focused so much on leaving Prussia behind that he had failed to look forward.

“What will you do when you reach America?” Jonas asked one day. The sky above was clear and the boat knifed cleanly through the deep ocean. “Some say the streets are paved with gold, you know, but I think one must work to earn one’s keep.”

“I don’t know,” Lenert admitted. “Bert and Gustav, they go to family in Pittsburgh.” The city’s name sounded German, and Bert, the older of the two brothers, said there were many Germans there. “And Richter, he keeps going, to a farm in Ohio.” He shrugged. “I don’t know where that is.”

“I want to work in a shop,” Jonas said. “With well-made goods and wealthy customers.”

“I like to be outside. All I have known so far in my life is my parents’ farm.”

During their long conversations, he told Jonas he had left his family farm to make a better life in America – which was part of the truth. He was careful not to reveal that his parents had banished him, or what he had done to earn his passage.

By the time the ship docked, he was delighted to reach dry land. He had avoided most of the shipboard illnesses, and the movement of the boat through the water did not bother him, but he hated the enforced closeness, the stench of feces and vomit.

Jonas had the name of a woman called Frau Schmidt, who ran a rooming house that took in immigrants. “Come with me,” Jonas said as the ship docked. “We can save money by sharing a room until we both find work.”

The area around the port was filled with dilapidated warehouses and cheap-looking bars that stank of beer and urine. They passed several tumbledown houses advertising rooms for rent, and Lenert hoped feverishly that Jonas would lead him to somewhere less seedy.

Their cases bounced over the dovetailed brick sidewalk as they passed dirty-looking men lolling against walls, smoking cigarettes. The Belgian-block streets, built from old-world ballast, were busy with vendors pulling carts and boys in tattered shirts rushing past on errands.

Jonas stopped a man to ask for directions, but he spoke no German, and looked at them like they were filth. Lenert tried an older woman in a patched dress. “Pardon,” he said, using one of the few English words he had learned on the boat. “Sow-t Swanson Strit?”

She motioned forward, counted five times on the palm of her hand, then motioned a left turn.

“Denk you,” Lenert said.

When they had walked a few feet farther, Jonas elbowed him. “I should have let you talk from the start. You are a ladies’ man!”

The iron wheels of an elegant carriage clattered along the pavement. Lenert was glad that he had not given himself away, during all their long talks during the passage. He had no interest in ladies, only knew that they were more likely to be kind than men.

As they moved inland from the port, the houses were in better condition, though still weather-beaten, revealing the checkerboard design of the bricks, from a pale salmon to a golden umber to a furious red. Window shutters were painted bright green, and some of the houses even boasted hanging baskets of brightly-colored flowers.

“Look at that!” Jonas said. He motioned to a black man in a straw-colored top hat who sold oysters from a handcart. “An African! I have heard of them but never seen one.”

“Then you did not pay attention on the ship,” Lenert said. “There were several Africans working with the engines.”

Jonas turned to stare at him. “You saw them?”

Lenert did not want to admit how he had stared at the men, not only the color of their skin but the ripeness of their muscles, the sweetness of their buttocks. He merely snorted at Jonas.

He tried to interpret the signs in store windows, but his command of English was so limited that he could only recognize words which seemed to have been stolen from German.  It reminded him of certain neighborhoods of Bremen, full of men in black frock coats and women in gingham dresses.

As they moved inland, the children were better dressed, in well-mended shirts and short pants or dresses, tossing hoops or playing hide-and-seek on the porches and tiny grass spaces in front of row houses that sat shoulder to shoulder.

Lenert had been counting the blocks as the woman had showed him, and when they had reached five he told Jonas they must turn. The address Jonas had was in the middle of a block on South Swanson Street, near the Swedish church, and Lenert was relieved to see it appeared to be respectable, with a clean-swept porch and well-washed windows.

Lenert and Jonas walked up the set of steps to the porch and rang the bell. Frau Schmidt was a short, heavy-set woman with a kindly air.

“You have good luck,” she said in German nearly as heavily accented as Lenert’s. “Two of my lodgers left this morning, so there is one room for you to share. Come, I will show you.”

She led them up three flights of increasingly narrow stairs, and by the third flight they had to lift their bags and carry them in front of them. They stopped at a small landing on the third floor, with two rooms on either side. She opened the door to the room that looked out over the street and Lenert peered inside.

It was barely big enough for the two of them, with one bed in the middle, and it was under the eaves so Lenert had to stoop except in the very center of the room.

They combined their coins and paid for the first week in advance. Then Jonas sat down on the thin mattress. “At least this does not rock like the boat,” he said. “There is no chance we will be tossed together.”

They went downstairs to the first-floor sitting room and asked a man smoking a pipe man about jobs. He was a night soil man, emptying privies that families left outside, and as he spoke Lenert could smell the shit on him. He knew of no jobs for them, and neither did anyone else they spoke with over the next few days.

Lenert began to despair that he would find work, and his small remaining stock of cash would deplete quickly, leaving him stranded. Then one day Frau Schmidt took him aside. “I have a regular guest, a Berliner who comes to me every two weeks for a night or two. He is due tomorrow. Maybe he can help you find a job.”

Frau Schmidt introduced them when the Berliner arrived the next day, and they stood in front of the house, enjoying the spring warmth. They talked for a few minutes about Prussia and Germany, and why they had come to the United States, though Lenert used the excuse he had chosen on the boat, that he was looking for opportunity. “Frau Schmidt says you have a good job,” Lenert said.

“They call me a bargeman, or sometimes a hoggee. I work on the Delaware Canal.”

“What is that?” Lenert asked.

“The Delaware Canal is a very important waterway,” Karl-Heinz boasted in his accent, which sounded stilted to Lenert’s ears. “Barges transport goods to Easton and beyond and bring back coal to the city. The barges are towed by mules, and the bargeman walks beside them, making sure they keep the pace.”

As they talked, Karl-Heinz grilled Lenert about his background, where he was from and how and why he had come to the United States. Karl-Heinz had a wife and a child in Bristol, about twenty miles north of the city, but he stayed at this boarding house while waiting for the barge he worked on to be emptied and reloaded.

Lenert was so eager to find someone who might help him that he spilled out his story—kicked off his family farm, the struggle to get to Bremen and earn enough money to pay for his passage. He was careful not to provide any specific details about the work he had had done in that city.

Karl-Heinz had a crafty look on his face. “Maybe I will tell you how to get a job on the canal,” he said. “If you are good to me. Being a hoggee is a tough job for a city man like me, but you, from the country, you might like it.”

Lenert knew that look from the men he had serviced on the streets of Bremen. He thought he had left all that behind—but sex was a universal currency, and while he had so little money he had to do what was necessary. But each time he gave himself up to a man in exchange for money, it was as if a bit of his soul leaked away.

His only solace back then had been to walk, out to the edge of the city, where he could see fields and hillsides, heard the cry of birds and smell the fresh air. It helped repaid the hole developing in his heart—but only a little. And when the occasional man was kind to him, held him gently or kissed his forehead, tears sprang to his eyes.

Karl-Heinz led Lenert to his room, where he took him from behind with a ferocity that left Lenert in pain, feeling despair that no matter how far he had run, he was doomed to live the same kind of awful life.

When they were finished, Lenert’s buttocks hurt so badly he could barely stand up. Karl-Heinz took no notice of his pain, but handed him a piece of paper with directions. He was to find the station for the North Penn railroad at the edge of the city, and take the train there to Bristol, and then walk a mile toward the docks, where the Delaware Canal began. There he would seek out Frau Anderson, who would be loading her barge for a trip up the canal. She needed a hoggee because her husband, who had walked with the mules, had recently died.

Lenert had struggled up to his room, where he told Jonas nothing of what had transpired between him and Karl-Heinz. He pretended that he had eaten something bad, and took to his bed. The next morning, when he and Jonas woke at first light, he explained that he was leaving for a job in the country. “I hope you find a job in a store as you would like,” he said.

Jonas looked down sheepishly. “I found one yesterday,” he said. “A tobacconist.”

Lenert hugged him tightly. “I am so happy for you.”

“And me for you,” Jonas said.

Lenert packed up his meager goods and took the train to Bristol. He met Frau Anderson, captain of the barge called King Arthur, and with some sign language and the help of a German-speaking man nearby, he was hired to work for her, at a salary of ten dollars a month, two meals a day, and a place to sleep at the back of the barge in foul weather. When it was fair, he slept on the ground between the two mules, their muzzles on the ground, their sides heaving lightly with breath.

He already knew how to feed, water and harness mules, and Frau Anderson showed him how to operate the bilge pump, to remove water that had leaked into the hold. That afternoon they began the long trek upstream, and he quickly learned the best way to walk with the mules, how to slow them as they neared a lock and how to keep them moving when they were tired.

Sometimes they reached a lock in operation in the other direction, and they had to wait their turn. He discovered there were other foreign-born hoggees, though none of them Prussian, and many of the hoggees were young boys, and the occasional girl, who worked for their families.

Frau Anderson usually bought her supplies while she waited for the lock, if there was a settlement nearby. When they were near bigger cities, bum boats rowed out to pass them supplies directly.

While he loved being outside, the work was tedious and slow, and he was out in all kinds of weather. Frau Anderson was not a friendly woman, but she treated him fairly, better than Lenert expected.

No one along the whole sixty miles of the canal could understand his heavy accent, and he knew only a few words of English. It was a lonely life, but he had learned his lesson – becoming too familiar with anyone, especially another man, could only lead to trouble.

He was glad to be on his own. He had the mules for companionship, the birds in the trees, the sun and wind and rain, the quiet countryside beside the towpath. It was enough.

One day in May, six months after he had begun his march along the canal, he was startled from a reverie as a rabbit burst from the undergrowth beside the towpath, and the mules shied. “Whoa, girls,” he said, trying to calm them. “Just a rabbit.”

But a moment later the creature chasing the rabbit appeared, a sleek cat with a tawny hide. Not a lion, but something in the same family, with a square head and lean flanks. It gained quickly on the poor rabbit, grabbing the creature in its big jaws.

Lenert was frightened beyond measure. He had never seen such a big animal, nor so violent an attack. The mules were more agitated than he’d ever seen them, and he struggled to control their reins.

Frau Anderson came out on deck to see what the fuss was, and she yelled something at him. He couldn’t understand the words, but he got the tone. What was his lazy ass doing now?

She distracted his attention from the mules, and Hannah kicked out at him. A terrible pain coursed through his left leg below the knee as he fell to the ground. Ach, Sheiẞe, he thought, as he struggled to get up, but the mules were still pulling forward, as they were trained to do, and he could not get enough purchase on the reins to signal them to stop.

He let go of the reins and the mules moved forward a few yards, still agitated, shaking their heads and stomping the ground. Eventually they stopped, though The King Arthur continued to drift forward, meeting little resistance from the water, until the reins tightened and it pulled to a halt as well, a few hundred feet ahead.

Lenert tried to get up, but he could put no weight on his left leg, and he lay there on the ground like the useless lump of cabbage Frau Anderson thought he was. All his dreams of finding a new life in America vanished as he realized what had happened. He had broken his leg, which meant he could no longer walk the canal.

No walking meant no work, which meant no money. Would she leave him there along the empty canal to starve and die? He wouldn’t put it past her; she was a hard woman.

Frau Anderson continued to yell at Lenert from the deck of the barge. The big cat was long gone with its prey, and Lenert couldn’t begin to explain what had happened. Eventually the mules calmed enough and he could drag himself forward, grasp Hannah’s halter and pull himself up.

Frau Anderson called something else to him, but he didn’t understand anything except the word “stupid.” He’d heard that enough from her to know what it meant.

It wasn’t his fault, he wanted to protest. The big cat had scared the mules, and they’d reacted normally. Hannah and Elsa began to move forward again, and Lenert struggled to walk beside them, leaning heavily on Hannah.

That wasn’t good. An almost overwhelming pain raced through his left leg, and he could barely manage a few steps before he had to stop. They still had days of travel before they would reach Easton, where they would exchange their cargo of fabric, china and household goods for a load of anthracite coal. In Easton, perhaps, he could find a doctor to set his leg.

He would be lucky to make it that far. He knew no one in Easton, and the little money Frau Anderson would pay him when they arrived would only last a short while. What work could he do when he couldn’t walk, and couldn’t speak enough English to look for a job anyway?

They moved slowly for the next mile, and with every step the pain in Lenert’s leg increased. He was a big man, nearly two meters tall, and weighing ninety kilos. He reminded himself he was in America, and he had to think in feet and pounds – six feet, two hundred pounds. Too much weight to put on a broken leg for too long.

Finally, he spotted the lock ahead. Maybe Frau Anderson would let him rest there.
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Sound carried down the canal, and Isaac heard the clop of the mules’ hooves before they had rounded the bend a half-mile south of the lock or, on a quiet day, the one a mile north. For the most part, the canal was a straight line, though it did zig and zag to avoid natural features like rock outcroppings—much as Isaac himself sought to avoid conversation.

One morning a year after he had arrived at the lock, Isaac heard a woman’s voice shrieking from down the canal, and he grudgingly put aside his book.

Professor Branson had been right. The lock-keeper’s cottage was miles from town in either direction, the perfect refuge from the noise and commerce of the city. If it weren’t for so many of the barge masters!

Some were quiet men like himself. They communicated their desire to enter and leave the lock with grunts and motions, and Isaac could keep a book open as the water filled or drained. Occasionally he would pump water for their mules or their hoggees and exchange the barest of greetings.

Then there were those who insisted on chatting. Isaac understood it was a lonely way, the sixty miles of the canal, with only the mules or the hoggees to talk with, and that some men relished the chance to exchange gossip and complain about the weather.

A fully-loaded barge with a team of healthy mules could travel as much as thirty miles in one day. Sometimes barges unloaded their cargo at Easton, picked up coal there, and returned the heavy black chunks to the southern terminus at Bristol.

Others followed the Lehigh Canal all the way to its end, where they loaded up with coal and then returned south. In either case, the same captains and bargemen passed through the lock, and Isaac was often forced to speak with them while they waited for the water to rise or fall.

Many of the hoggees were boys from eight years upward, though there were a few, usually foreigners, in their twenties and thirties. They had to be strong to tug forward the mules when the stubborn beasts didn’t want to move. The sun along the canal in on this late spring day was bright, and many of the men wore long-sleeved shirts and wide-brimmed hats to protect their skin from burning. There were very few women, so Isaac was surprised by the woman’s voice outside.

“Stupid!” he heard her cry. “Can’t even walk a path without falling! How did I ever get saddled with such an idiot? Me, a poor widow woman on my own!”

Isaac recognized the voice. Mrs. Anderson, one of the only women barge captains on the canal. She had been widowed the year before and taken over her husband’s command.

He hated that he knew such a petty detail. All he wanted was to be left alone. He made only the occasional trip into Stewart’s Crossing, some miles south, or New Hope, in the other direction, when he needed goods, or to attend the Quaker Meeting.

As Mrs. Anderson’s voice grew closer, he put his already worn copy of Thoreau’s Essays down on the small table in his kitchen and hurried outside.

“Go on, you stupid mules!” she cried. “And you, idiot, keep up if you don’t want to be left behind!”

Isaac saw Mrs. Anderson had taken over as hoggee, walking beside her mules and urging them forward in shrill tones. She wore a broad-brimmed hat over a scooped-neck blouse, and she had pulled up the skirt of her dress and tied it around behind her like a bustle, revealing stocky calves in heavy stockings, and black leather boots.

A few hundred feet behind them he spotted her man, a taciturn German named Lenert, dragging his left foot, clearly in terrible pain.

That did not bode well. The tenets of Quaker hospitality had been engrained in Isaac since childhood. Even when his parents had little to offer beyond the shelter of their roof and a few crusts of bread, strangers had been welcomed. He had learned that caring for those in need required a generosity of energy, love, and care had to push aside any immediate repayment. “No one who comes to our door should go unacknowledged,” his father had often said.

It made him uncomfortable that such teaching was in direct contradiction to his own desires. As a child he had disliked those ragged men and women who appeared at his family’s doorstop. He didn’t mind giving up his food or his bed—he just wanted them to leave him alone so he could read and engage his mind.

Upon seeing the injured man, he rushed back inside and pulled out his emergency medical kit. It wasn’t much, just gauze, dressing, bandages, and sutures, but it usually served to handle the scrapes and cuts of hoggees.

When he returned outside, the mules were moving slowly as they recognized their stopping place. “Go on, a few feet more,” Mrs. Anderson cried, as she slapped the mules’ backs with a long-handled whip.

Finally she left them to their trudge and hauled herself onto the King Arthur’s red-painted deck. She began to unspool the bow rope and Isaac moved ahead of the barge, ready to catch it.

She chose to throw it toward Lenert, though, as if knowing he could not move fast enough to catch it, and it fell in the water with a splash.

“Stupid, stupid man!” she cried. “What is a poor woman like me to do when all I have to help me is a lump of a man like you!”

Isaac dodged around Lenert, grabbed his long, hooked pole, and picked up the sopping rope. He tied it expertly around the bollard at the north end of the pier, then moved quickly to the stern, where Mrs. Anderson threw him the second rope.

When he had it tied, Isaac noticed Lenert had sunk to the ground, his left leg splayed out in front of him.

“What’s happened?” Isaac asked Mrs. Anderson.

“The worthless louse hurt his leg, and he’s been pretending he can’t walk for a mile or more.”

Isaac looked at the way Lenert’s lower leg rested at a strange angle. “Perhaps it is broken.”

Mrs. Anderson attempted to sigh but belched instead. “Then he is no use to me. What good is a hoggee with a broken leg?”

She motioned toward the lock. “Shouldn’t you be running the water now?”

“Yes, yes, I’ll get right to it.”

He hurried to the south gate and closed it behind the King Arthur. Then he passed Mrs. Anderson again, as she stared at her boat, completely ignoring the pain her man was in behind her.

Isaac opened the north gate and the water from the higher level began to rush in. Then he walked over to where Lenert was collapsed on the ground, wincing in pain and heaving for breath. Isaac didn’t see any bone sticking out of the man’s rough trousers, so perhaps it wasn’t too bad. He could find a piece of wood and some rope, make a rudimentary splint, and then see him and Mrs. Anderson on their way.
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The lock-keeper approached Lenert and squatted by his side. He was handsome and fair-haired, slimmer than Lenert, though about his age, early twenties. He had a kind face and an open smile.

Lenert was embarrassed that he had noticed how much more handsome this man was than the other lock-keepers along the canal, what a strong body he had. His first trip through the lock it had been pouring down, and he remembered the lock-keeper’s shirt and pants had been plastered to his skin, a vision that had fueled his fantasies.

The man said something in English, startling Lenert from his reverie, and motioned to Lenert’s leg.

Lenert assumed he wanted to see how bad the break was and nodded his agreement. His touch was gentler than Lenert had expected from the sight of his narrow yet calloused hands.

“This is nicht gut,” he said, in mix of English and German. Then he used both hands to mime breaking a stick.

“Sheiẞe,” Lenert said. “Bist du sicher?”

“Sprechen sie Deutsch?” the man said.

It was close enough to Lenert’s language that he could say, “Ja, aber aus Preußen.“  Yes, but I am Prussian.

The lock-keeper nodded. “I am sure. Ich bin mir sicher.”

Then he stood, and with surprising strength helped Lenert haul himself up. He put Lenert’s arm around his shoulder and grasped Lenert’s waist with one arm.

“Komm mit mir,” he said. “Come with me. I will fix you.” He mimed the action of a needle and thread, but Lenert knew this break would take more than such a simple repair.

The man led him slowly toward the cottage, a square building of local gray stone with a peaked roof. Though every bit of weight he put on his left leg sent waves of pain through his body, Lenert could not help enjoying the feel of the lock-keeper’s arm around his shoulder. It had been so long since another man had touched him with such tenderness that his heart was about to split open.

The lock-keeper pushed open the plain wooden door and helped Lenert inside. He appeared to be muttering to himself, and though Lenert couldn’t understand the words, he got the tone. The lock-keeper wasn’t happy to have to take care of him. He probably felt bullied, because Frau Anderson argued and haggled with everyone until she got her way.

He had seen her confront a coal dealer in Easton once, getting up into his face to argue and wag her finger, and though she was shorter than he was, and a woman to boot, he had eventually given in. He’d seen her argue the same way with others who wanted to ship their goods up or down the canal.

At the time he had been proud of her, that she was his captain. Then other times, when she wanted to push on for the night after Lenert and the mules were tired, or when he was sure she had shorted his wage, he had hated her.

But she was the only person he knew on this whole long stretch of the canal, and he hoped she would take care of him, even if he was less to her than Hannah or Elsa.

Though she didn’t know the names he had given the mules, and only knew his name because she had signed the papers to hire him.

He struggled to follow the lock-keeper inside, dragging his leg painfully. The cottage was only one big room, with square four-on-four windows that looked out to the canal. The central feature of the room was a large double bed, while the elements of a kitchen lined the side wall.

The lock-keeper led Lenert to a single wooden chair and released his arm. “Sitzen.” He pressed his hand downward, and Lenert sunk into the chair, stretching his left leg out at the angle it preferred. Then, as the man went back outside, Lenert leaned back and closed his eyes, just for a moment.

He must have dozed, because he opened them again to the sound of the lock-keeper returning. Through the open front door, he saw the King Arthur at the upper gate, Frau Anderson on the towpath leading the mules forward.

No! he wanted to shout. Don’t leave me here!

Lenert struggled to get up but the lock-keeper put his hand on Lenert’s shoulder. The hand was warm and firm, and Lenert’s skin tingled beneath the touch.

“You will stay,” the man said. “Du bleibst hier, ja? I don’t want you to stay but I don’t have any choice.”

Lenert didn’t understand those last words, but he got their meaning from the man’s tone. He wasn’t welcome.

Lenert realized there was no arguing. Frau Anderson had moved on, abandoning him to the care of a stranger who didn’t want him either. All he could do was wait.

As the lock-keeper walked out of the room, Lenert’s heart beat so rapidly he thought it might crash out of his ribcage. He was on his own, somewhere out in the Pennsylvania countryside, miles from either Bristol or Easton. What was going to happen to him? He was as lost and alone as he had been when he was seventeen.

That was the year his father had caught him having sex with a neighbor. He had banished him from the family farm on the outskirts of Cloppenburg, sending him off with only his clothes in a bag, and a loaf of bread his mother smuggled to him at the last minute.

He set out for Bremen, some sixty kilometers away. He had learned in school that Bremen was a great city, and that ships left there for America. Naively, he thought he could walk up to the docks and trade work on a ship for passage to the New World.

He was a strapping young man, having reached his full height, and his arms and legs were strong from years on the farm. He could read and write and do basic sums.

His first surprise came outside the town of Wildeshausen. He had already walked for nearly six hours and he was tired when a farmer pulled up his wagon and offered him a ride. Lenert was delighted, and jumped up onto the wagon. Only a few miles passed, however, before the farmer pulled the wagon to the side, unbuttoned his trousers, and pulled his stiff cock out.

He motioned Lenert to suck it. “Wenn Sie kein Geld haben, zahlen Sie mit Ihrem Mund,” the man had said. If you have no money, you pay with your mouth.

Lenert’s first emotion was shock—that a man would approach him so boldly, when he was fleeing the law after just such an act. Did the man see something in him, something the neighbor had, that said he was a sexual deviant?

Then the shock turned to fear, and he had trouble drawing breath. All the farmer had to do was cast him out of the wagon, travel to the next town, and make it seem like Lenert had approached him. He doubted a second magistrate would be as kind as the first.

Then his body was filled with a kind of obedient lassitude. Just as he had with his neighbor in their last times together, he went about his business like a workman, disassociating the act from any emotion.

When he finished, he sat up, wiped his mouth, and swallowed until the vile taste was gone.

And so it began. The farmer carried him a few more miles, and Lenert learned that by leaving a flap of his shirt open, he could attract men of similar desires. It took him three more sucks to reach the docks at Bremen.

For the last few miles before the city, the wagon he rode in paralleled the Weser river. The quay along the river where the steamers and river craft docked was lined with trees. He was excited to see the magnificent city, its mansions and towering Rathaus. He was disappointed to learn that he had another hundred kilometers to travel, to the port of Bremerhaven, where the sea-going ships docked.

By then he had spent little of his money, and he was tired of men, of their smells and their demands. He spent a few coin on the cheapest barge fare up the river. The city soon gave way to farmlands on both sides, and when the breeze flew south he caught his first scent of salt water.

When the barge docked in Bremerhaven, it seemed that everyone knew where they were going but him. People queued in front of the offices of Norddeutscher Lloyd Bremen while others headed directly for the huge ships docked there. Roughly dressed men moved cargo while mothers and fathers trailing steamer trunks held the hands of their children.

The air was nearly stifling, despite the nearness to the ocean—unwashed people around him, foul smoke belching from stacks, the presence of bird shit and the heads and bones of dead fish.

He pushed through the crowds, examining each ship, and it took him quite some time to find the first one going to America, and when he went up to a dockhand to ask about a job the man laughed at him. There was a guild, he was told. He couldn’t just waltz onto a boat and get a job.

And passage? More silver Vereinsthaler than he had ever seen in his life.

What could he do? He walked up and down the docks asking for work and was turned away everywhere. His country accent marked him as an outsider, and either there was no work, or he was too young, or they simply didn’t like the way he looked or spoke.

By the time it turned dark he crept into an alley and curled up to sleep. But a policeman roused him an hour later, and he had to keep moving. Eventually he found himself on a disreputable street where heavily rouged young women stood in front of old buildings, beckoning men to them.

An older woman stood outside one old building, smoking a cigar. She looked him up and down. “You don’t want a woman, do you?” she asked.

“I only want money,” Lenert said. “To buy passage to America.”

“I can help with that,” the woman said. She smiled. “You can suck cock, can’t you?”

Lenert nodded.

“Here, men will pay for that.”

Her name was Frau Weber, and she took him in, and though she collected part of everything he earned, she gave him a warm, clean, dry place to sleep—and showed him how to stand outside, to bring in customers. She combed and cut his hair, bought him tight-fitting pants and shoes.

At first he enjoyed the attention. He had never considered himself handsome—good looks had no use on the farm. He had never had fine clothing, and he loved the way the linen of his under drawers felt against his skin. Frau Weber bought him a silk scarf and taught him to wrap it around his neck in a rakish way.

Quickly, though, he descended into depression, and it was hard for him to wake each afternoon, clean himself, dress, then force himself to eat something. He lost weight, which Frau Weber applauded, because she thought it made him look more like a boy than a man. She could do little for the hair that covered his body, though she forced one of the young women to shave his arse-hole and then regularly remove any stray hairs.

That was demeaning, as if this girl and her razor were stripping away a part of his masculinity, but soon he accepted even that.

A few of the men who came to him were kind, but most of them treated him like little better than the animals on his family’s farm—there for use and nothing more.

And so he earned the money for his passage. Each few pfennigs, each silbergroschen, added to his fund. The thought of money brought him back to the present. How would he pay for his stay here with the lock-keeper? Would he demand the same terms? And would it be any better because he was so attracted to the man? At least he was handsome, Lenert thought, and when he smiled there was kindness in his face.

Those thoughts swirled through his brain as he sat in the hard chair in the lock-keeper’s cottage. Once again, he drifted into an uneasy sleep, and when he awoke the lock-keeper was sitting at the table, reading by the light of a candle.

The man pointed to himself. “Isaac.” He pointed to Lenert. “Lenert?”

Lenert nodded.

“Ich spreche nur ein wenig deutsch,” Isaac said. I only speak a little German.

“Es reicht,” Lenert said. It’s enough.

For the first time since he’d left Jonas behind in Philadelphia, Lenert felt a sense of connection to another human being. So what if his leg was broken, he had no money and no job. For this one moment, he was understood.
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5: A Quiet Life: Isaac
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Isaac stared at the big German—or Prussian, if he understood correctly. It was clear he couldn’t continue walking with the mules. His leg was quite severely broken. And the captain, Mrs. Anderson, didn’t want to carry him onward to Easton. “If he can’t work, he is no use to me,” she had said, as they stood by the lock and watched the barge rise with the incoming water.

“But what am I to do with him?” Isaac asked.

“There is a town a few miles back.” She dug into the pocket of her broad skirt and pulled out a few coins. “Here are the wages he has earned on this trip. They should cover the cost of medical treatment.”

“And after that?”

She shrugged. “That is not my problem. There must be some work he can do in town, sitting down. Or with some wood to prop his leg, he can wash floors or do something else useful. He speaks no English, though, so I wouldn’t expect much.”

Mrs. Anderson was certainly not a Quaker woman, Isaac had thought. The women of his religion would never abandon another human being simply because he was injured. However, Isaac had been taught not to judge. Mrs. Anderson’s life had to be difficult. And it would be tough for her to lead the mules herself and take care of an injured man at the same time.
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