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NEW ORLEANS — 1866


I had few pleasures to call my own. There was the peace found in the attic where I was made to board, the transporting comfort of the books in Mrs. Harper’s library, the deliciousness of the sweet bread I purchased with my allowance from the bakery down the road each Sunday of rest. But all of it paled in comparison to the joy brought upon me by Oliver, the terrier I considered my own and the most intelligent, loyal companion one could ask for.


Oliver belonged to Mrs. Harper’s daughter, Florence, but I was his chief custodian, and in all ways that mattered he was mine. Florence kept him tethered to the shed in our backyard and each morning I would greet him with his bowl of food (my own creation that involved beetroot, leftover biscuits from the night previous, and a healthy portion of vegetables, all of which went toward preparing meals that rivaled my own). He would be waiting, the tuft of hair that fell from his snout almost imperceptibly, in its own way, breaking apart at the mouth as he seemed to smile upon my arrival. He had auburn hair with white spots all about, short yet curly, and paws that always sought out one’s own hands, or one’s chest, as though he wished to offer a shake hello. He came up to my calf and was as happy in one’s arms as he was walking on the ground. His strength was impressive as well. The pole that kept him fastened would quiver as he leapt in excitement, which I could not get him to quit doing even with excessive instruction.


As I greeted him today, our neighbor, Mr. Claiborne, in his own backyard, was already spying on his gardener, demanding a standard of perfection that might never be met. I offered Mr. Claiborne a wave that was not returned before setting the bowl down.


This moment with Oliver provided me a buoy, a bit of encouragement to meet the errands that would soon require my attention—cleaning the home entire, preparing supper for Mrs. Harper and Florence, doting on Mrs. Harper as she lay infirm on the couch due to whatever malady she had decided to manifest.


It was not of my choosing, the course of the day. I had my freedom now that the war had come to a close, but as a servant to Mrs. Harper I was still shackled to her in all ways that counted. Which she made known by her incessant need for my help. And so it was that this occasion with Oliver was cut short, for I heard my name, already being called from inside the house.


“Coleman, Coleman, please,” Mrs. Harper bellowed. Even Mr. Claiborne and the gardener shifted at the noise. Already I had prepared her and Florence their breakfast and cleaned up in their wake, and so I was disappointed to learn she required my attention without having had even the smallest chance of a break before the afternoon got underway. But it was no use to complain even to myself. I rose up at the call, dusting dirt from my trousers, and by the time I reentered the kitchen I could already see the dulled glimmer of the gasolier lit up in the parlor through the narrow hallway before me. The floor beneath me clattered as I walked and Mrs. Harper heard as much. She always did.


“Put the kettle on,” she said, and I followed her instructions. The house was ancient, having belonged to Mrs. Harper’s own father and his father before. Large transom windows banked against the full side of the dining room and they cast such a harsh light into the hallway that one could watch dust pirouette in the air as though it were a coordinated show. In the entryway, family portraits hung above the double-wide stairs, men of such identical appearance that I was hardly certain Mrs. Harper herself could discern her kinship to each of them.


There she was, on her chaise, so limp as to suggest she might slip off and plant herself on the ground and carry on moaning. The fireplace at the other end of the room had not been lit since winter, and on the mantel above it sat the garniture that Mrs. Harper had instructed me to pack before fleeing Baton Rouge two years ago. The antiques there—a bronze statue of three black Moors, a silver-handle dagger—were gifts from Mr. Harper to his wife, and Mrs. Harper would eye them affectionately upon approaching the fireplace, usually under the pretext of cleaning them, when in reality it appeared, to me, that she thought of them as a last connection to the man, and that to make contact with them was to feel herself in his presence once more.


“Mrs. Harper, how do I find you?”


“You tell me, Coleman.”


“You appear as healthy as always, ma’am. Positively radiant.”


“Oh!” She put a hand to her heart, let it drop off the ledge of the couch, fingers splayed, before placing it back on the bulge of her stomach. Although she was bedridden, her episodes did not preclude a sense of adventure concerning where it was she actually took rest. Occasionally one would find her in a guest-room bed upstairs, or perhaps slumped over the kitchen counter after retrieving a glass of water (and having glimpsed me coming by, to give rescue).


She’d shuttered the blinds; better to exaggerate the glow of the gasolier, a maudlin yellow that amplified the direness of her circumstance. Theatrics, but this was the way of Mrs. Harper, and had such effects not been coordinated, I would have thought her actually unwell.


“Florence has snuck out to the park with that underwit again,” Mrs. Harper said.


“Hugh,” I said.


“Hugh. To be so selfish as to leave me here alone all day. Motivated by nothing but her adoration toward a boy who does not even have the intelligence to recognize her displays of affection.”


“She will be back soon. She knows not to miss supper.”


“That’s hours from now. I’m not an idiot, Coleman. I know you’re attempting to pacify me. But when you must resort to lies . . . it’s not just a failure of your position, but an offense as well.”


I apologized, knowing that doing so accomplished little. Her attachment to Florence had become uncommonly strong when Mr. Harper abandoned the home for Mexico, upon a trip to survey the land there, only to never return. This was the rift that led to all others, for the women had no one else to turn to. Now Florence was of marrying age, desperate to leave home, and what resulted between the two ladies was something of an unfortunate equation: The sum of her mother’s desire for the daughter resulted in the daughter’s equally strong desire to be apart from the mother. The hostile emotions of each individual only increased, and so neither could stand the current circumstance—which resulted in a rising anger, a hatred aimed at one another, an escalating dispute I did my best to avoid.


Mrs. Harper’s finger tapped against her breast in rhythm to a tune I did not know and her makeup gave off an unusually pallid color under the light. Other than Florence, no one knew her as I did. I had been hers and Mr. Harper’s until the age of nineteen, freed with nothing to my name and nowhere to go, and so I had stayed in her care, as her servant yet with the same duties as those that had come before the war. I was taken from my mother when I was only a boy. This woman was all I had now, and I was quite aware that in times like these, when the friction of her empty life was too much to bear, when her bones and organs jostled and rattled with the torment of her husband’s abandonment, the terror of her daughter’s pending adulthood, the death of her parents whose house she now occupied, she would find some way to use me: to put me toward some task that might ease the weight that crushed her so.


The kettle, finally, was screaming.


“My shoes are with the cobbler,” she said. “I’d like you to return them to me. As soon as possible.”


“A lovely idea,” I said, speaking over the kettle, as though the house was not currently under assault.


“Bring Florence as well. She knows the man’s work and she has the courage to tell him if the quality is unsatisfactory. You do not have the nerve, Coleman. This we both know.”


I steadied myself, as for reasons not yet described, Florence despised me more than she despised her own mother. But I was in no position to protest. There was only one other proposal I wished granted. One I always made when leaving the home: “Might I bring Oliver?” I asked.


Mrs. Harper’s hand limply rose up and fluttered about, as though to dismiss me, or to dismiss the very notion that anything mattered at all. I would get her tea ready. Then I would fetch Oliver from his place beside the shed.




The air was damp and listless and the heat was something to wade through, thick as molasses. Our street was a quiet one, and although we were only nominally outside the Garden District it had the same regal air (yet it still managed to give Mrs. Harper fits that she was somehow relegated to outside the bounds of the city’s aristocracy). At this hour one would commonly find the neighborhood empty save for a group of women out for a stroll amongst themselves, or perhaps a nursemaid with a carriage, and so I found it odd to bear witness, at that very moment, to the man across the street staring squarely in my direction. He was seated on the headrest of the park bench there, his feet where one might typically sit. Oliver was in the crook of my right arm. Even he gave the start of a bark.


“Oliver,” I muttered.


The man’s gaze was scrupulous. He was perhaps double my age, his bald head flagrantly hatless, as if to make a statement. He was smoking a cigarette, and I could see the joints of his jaw stabbing against his cheeks with each pull; if such an act might be menacing, then it was so. I knew individuals like this—the sort of man commonly spied in back alleys at dusk, or the last customer at a taproom that even the bartender shies from. I had learned many times over that they were best given a nod and ignored altogether, which was exactly the route I chose on this occasion, offering him even a smile as I turned, took to the street, and went on my way.


Vaguely unsettling, perhaps strange, and yet such a sight still did not come close to disturbing me. For where I was walking toward this man would fit right in, and perhaps he had simply found himself a place to rest the wrong street over. Indeed, the beauty of New Orleans proper was found in its colorful variety of humans—the loons and cons, the beggars and peddlers. I perceived them like a splash of wine in a stew, the mole on a beautiful woman, those little gifts that draw one into what can only be described as a quotidian reverie. An often droll world, for a moment revealing its contrasts, its irregularities, and suddenly becoming very much alive. I witnessed a gentleman on Felicity Street with a fresh-pressed satin waistcoat that seemed brilliant in the sun, his cane clacking, not a bead of dew on his head, his fashion impeccable. And beyond him were a gang I recognized from this block, painters on break, their clothes smattered in a medley of hues, each man laughing so hard they nearly dropped the sandwiches they held.


“Coleman, how you farin’?” one of them said as I passed.


“Rude to ask after the man before his dog,” the second said.


“Happy as a bug, he is,” said the first, putting a hand to Oliver’s head as we passed.


I gave them a nod, a hello, knowing all too well they would give over the exact same words when I walked by next, the ritual of our passing one another. Across the road from me just then a fruit vendor eyed his produce with the same attention I gave a good book in Mrs. Harper’s library, and a pack of boys harassed a man with a custard cart, begging him to serve them for free. You could hardly hear yourself between the clopping of horseshoes and the shouts from passersby and the boy with the newspapers and the beggar bugler who elicited jeers each day for his crass noises and inability whatsoever to bugle at all (although I knew for a fact that the owner of Aster’s always gave him some soup come sundown, a well-deserved show of pity).


Already I was nearing Coliseum Square. The heat was now sweltering, my handkerchief sodden with use. But I had already spotted Florence. I let Oliver to the ground, and although he spotted her as well, I might mention that he stayed right by my side as we approached.


The fountain behind her sparkled in the sun, its froth white as ivory, like feathers bursting forth from Florence’s very being as though she might grow wings.


“What on earth are you doing here?” She looked to Oliver, to me, then back at Hugh, who had just stood up to approach me himself.


“Your mother sent me to fetch you.”


“I do not wish to be fetched.”


“Ah, but the task is already accomplished.”


Her features were strikingly youthful. Plump cheeks gave way to sharp angled brows (consider the child whose toy has been taken), and her red hair fell down the sides and front of her face like elegant colonnades. She was also quite stout, and if I could offer her a compliment, I would reference the considerable presence she had in every room she entered, the great shadow that her personality cast, a vivacity that worked like an enchantment on others that most women would fail to derive on their best nights. She could also cut a man down with only a look, a few quick words. Something I mention only to note that her eyes in that very moment were nothing more than narrow slits of contempt. I could feel myself withering before her, and perhaps my body might have failed altogether had Hugh not drawn near, forcing Florence to act with some semblance of ardor regarding this sudden encounter.


“Please give us a moment,” Florence said, permitting him to first pet Oliver.


“He is a splendid little thing,” Hugh said. “I do wish I had brought Mona now, had I known.”


“I thought the heat might be too much for little Oliver, I don’t know what Coleman was thinking,” Florence told him, which was an outrageous claim, for Oliver fared perfectly fine in the heat, and it was, after all, her choice to keep him outside tethered next to the shed when she had all the opportunity in the world to allow him indoors. These lies were only part of the greater tactic of her keeping the dog in the first: some idea that Hugh’s dog and Oliver—both of fine pedigree—might breed a litter, thus acting in Florence’s mind as some symbolism to represent her and Hugh’s future union.


“I will not be going,” she said.


“Mrs. Harper will not be happy. You do not want her in a mood come supper.”


“My mother will be in a mood regardless of what I do, as you know. I wish I could heal whatever ails her, yet I can’t, and fetching her shoes will change nothing. Besides, Coleman, you are the one who will deal with it. I will be here. With Hugh. I imagine you wish you could do the same yourself.”


“Stay here? With Hugh?” The man was now pointing and laughing at a fellow in face paint with an accordion strapped to his chest who was chasing pigeons around the park. “I think you’re mistaken.”


“Perhaps not with Hugh,” she said with a sigh. “But if he is away out of that home, away from my mother and her nonsense . . .” Her lower lip jutted out, her chin raised in defiance, and I could not help, in that moment, but see the stubborn girl I had appreciated so much in a former life.


That early period together, when I first came to the family, was somewhat difficult to recall. What I know well is that I was given to Mrs. Harper upon her marriage as a gift from her father, sold alongside my sister June, and I was immediately put to use, for Mr. Harper’s holdings were clearly more limited than he must have let on to Mrs. Harper’s family, and he was barely able to eke out an existence that justified the lavishness of his spending. I was frequently loaned out to whomever in town needed assistance, whether that be in the field, before the blacksmith’s anvil, or at the seat of a carriage delivering goods upon the orders of some local agent. I never knew what one day would bring in relation to the next, and Mr. Harper was so beaten down from scant business due to the war that his mood was always one of irritation.


If there was any reprieve, it was my freedom at night when June and I could relax in our own quarters, our beds beside one another in the basement, as hidden there as we were intended to be. Cobwebs cloaked themselves over splintered chairs and abandoned toys from Florence’s youth. Trunks of Mr. Harper’s equipment were scattered about and often we would open them and assign his instruments magical properties, such as they might give us the ability to transport elsewhere, or become invisible—easier, then, to find ourselves away from our current predicament.


However dark and dank that basement might have been, it always had the feeling of being ours, that all formalities could be dropped to the floor like manacles; we could breathe freely; we could, in other words, simply be brother and sister. Yet it was around midnight, when the world went quiet, when we would often hear a creak upon the staircase, see the start of nightgown flow over the steps and would find, before us, Florence herself, having been unable to sleep and privy to our whispered chatter. She would assure us her parents could not hear, but that in her fright of being alone in the house she wished to join us for a time.


Well, the home was hers. She was welcome to go wherever she pleased. The two girls would share stories—or gossip—Florence from what she’d experienced at school, and June from whomever the guests of the home had been that day. I would watch them from my bed, and a strange sight I found it to be, the two giggling endlessly, hidden by the shadows and with so much darkness about that one would not strain to think them sisters.


Back then I would venture that the three of us would remain close for some time, and yet the silliness of such thinking would be only too clear in hindsight. For Mr. Harper acted as a corrosive element I had not considered, an actor who would soon unbind us from one another, reduce our affection to hatred. It was not that he disliked our relationships, or even had negative aims (although surely he found them imprudent). It was simply that he liked my sister more than his own daughter.


June would stand beside Mr. Harper as he had his afternoon tea, telling her of news related to the war, to his profession; June would make him laugh with a little aside that ridiculed passersby on the lane before the home; June could sense when he required a bit of whiskey before bed to calm his nerves. His daughter mirrored his parvenue of a wife, a woman beneath him not in station but rather in intellect, someone easily affected and prone to childlike ideas. For this, Florence was shunted.


What if that was all? Perhaps Florence might have learned to cast aside the envy that seemed to be suppressed only by her outbursts and insults, her ever-increasing appetite, a collection of maladies that seemed to anger and horrify her father even further. She might even learn to forgive the man. Yet if one is to follow along of what came next, a more concentrated outline of the man’s own demons, it becomes clear how the family could not recover from his actions.


Mr. Harper, a deputy surveyor, found his work dwindling, his debt ever growing. Who was to authorize government assignments when the government has no money nor has even been rightly determined at all? A man of models and numbers, bearings and distances, these things had now been robbed from him, and one could discern in the bruised pouches cradling his eyes, the tremors that caused newspapers to flicker in his hand as he read, the silence that grew to consume him whole, that the life he knew was vanishing before him. Perhaps it was a result of his own pain, his own failures, that caused some share of insanity to pervade his decision-making. Perhaps he was only recognizing that his life in Baton Rouge had come to an end and was best forgotten. The war was coming to a close when his job had been terminated altogether as the Confederate government faltered toward its slow but certain collapse. A day would arise in early spring when a fellow landowner would knock on the door and ask after him.


The conversations that followed were held in private, over the course of a number of weeks, yet June relayed all of the information to me as she heard it herself. There was a group of men, all of them in fear of retribution from the Union, who were jettisoning for Mexico, to build a life that accorded with their beliefs and to seek great fortune while doing so. The country was in a state of flux, the Mexicans under the rule of a monarchy imposed by the French. A rebellion was rising up in opposition, and control changed hands constantly among the factions. In the void, a persecuted people from the United States might find freedom. Be left alone to live the way they wished to. Crops grew at a miracle pace, and such fertile land needed to be divided and mapped for all who risked the journey. Railroads needed building, and facilities for storage might be required as well. Word had reached them that the French might pay for such skills. Didn’t he have some tutelage as an engineer? Might that not be handy? All of which could lead to so much work that a man like Wyatt Harper might never have another day of idleness again. Money could be sent home to his family until the job was completed. And somewhere in the strange workings of his own mind, in a final show of his bizarre infatuation, Mr. Harper decided not only to go, but also that he would take June as a servant in his temporary home on the frontier. The rest of us would depart for New Orleans to Mrs. Harper’s childhood home, for Mr. Harper’s estate in Baton Rouge would be sold to finance this journey—the money given over to the pool of funds the captain was steadily procuring.


I recall the occasion of my sister teaching me how to properly set a table, informing me of when winter curtains must come down for summer ones, how to dust the nooks and corners of the home, her cheeks wet with tears as she mocked my failures lovingly. I remember the packing of her chest, stealing, as though I did not notice, the cap I had only recently outgrown; the moment when we left for New Orleans, Mrs. Harper in tears as I drove, looking back to face those sobs and seeing her daughter stunned silent by her mother’s grief, her father’s rejection, the loss of her childhood home that she might well never see again.


So it is that Florence’s petulance to me felt like less a hatred directed at my own person than a hatred aimed at the world that had spurned her. I was a witness, a knowing party, the servant who knew her deepest secrets. I’d learned in my role to accommodate her pain even as I housed my own. Indeed, if anything I envied her. To expose one’s anger was a privilege. One I often, in private, longed for myself.


Here she was before me in the park; the sun casting her aglow like a diamond spun under the gaze of a jeweler’s loupe. Oliver had returned to my side, sniffing the grass, looking up at me with searching eyes. Hugh lingered behind Florence like her very shadow.


“If you insist,” I said, “I will go retrieve the shoes alone.”


With this, Florence looked upon me with the pity of the victor.


“Get me on the way back,” she said. “I’ll join you for the walk home.”


I patted my side for Oliver to follow, and left to collect Mrs. Harper’s shoes.




The sun loomed overhead like a penny spat clean. As we neared home, the silence between Florence and me was so deafening that you could hear Mrs. Harper’s shoes click together in their box with every step, as though a fourth party walked amongst us.


Florence’s skin glistened under the heat, her cheeks blotched, matching the shade of her hair. The gate to the home was shut and I placed a hand to open it before Florence stopped me.


“A moment. Please,” she said.


One could look past the brick steps leading to the front door, see the opened curtains behind the window shutters, and know without question that Mrs. Harper had already witnessed our arrival. She was probably off now, scurrying to freshen up before greeting us with a moan, clutched to the railing of the stairs, begging for assistance.


Florence glanced at the house just as I had, but as the seconds passed our gazes averted to the ground, then met, as though in the silence had been ushered forth an apology, a salve to cleanse the tension born in the park.


“Why do you do it?” she asked under her breath. “Why do you stay here, caring for her? Putting up with it all. You’re free, Coleman. You do know that. She would let you go.”


It brought to mind the only instance when my sister had asked me to abandon the family with her. It was a week before she’d departed with Mr. Harper, when we were packing his goods, alone once more in the basement. Her hand fell upon my wrist, and her words were quiet, deliberate, spoken in a manner of seriousness we did not often share. We could go, she’d said. Start anew. Away from them. You know that, don’t you? I’d stood there, Mr. Harper’s toolbox in hand, and my arms shook not from the press of its weight but from the idea of leaving the family forever, the ever-dwindling security of my position, the little semblance of routine which I craved more than anything else.


“Mr. Harper says he will send for us shortly,” I’d told her sheepishly. “There is no harm in waiting. Freedom will find us all the same there, won’t it?


Her hand, then, falling from my wrist in defeat . . .


June never mentioned such a notion again and even when I broached the matter myself, some days later, more open to exploring the possibility than I’d been at first, there was no encouragement from her to take action. For I believe she knew, better than anyone else, the cowardice that lay at my core. My fear of the unknown. The answer to Florence’s question was now clear, in that way. I needed only to look toward the vista before me: that home, that street, Oliver waiting in the backyard for his next meal or his next walk. It was all I had, and it was all I knew, no different from my previous life in Baton Rouge. I could not say this. No matter how close we had grown in a different life, Florence was still my employer. I was still her mother’s help.


“You and your mother are fine women,” I said. “She treats me well. And it’s my honor to return the favor.”


Florence laughed, her head swiveling in disbelief. For the first time that day, her tone was kind. “Hand me the shoes, Coleman. Let’s tell her I went along to get them. How does that sound?”


“Thank you,” I said, certain not to betray my relief. “It is appreciated.”


“Yes, I’m sure it is,” she said. Then, repeating herself: “I’m sure it is.”


She gazed into the box with a look of approval before nodding for me to go forth. I picked up Oliver when he lingered at the gate. He was trying to lick my face as we entered the home, and for a moment I was so focused on this point that I failed to recognize the silence of the place, the strangeness of Mrs. Harper’s eventual greeting, curt enough to be unusual: “In here,” she said, beckoning us from the parlor.


By the time I entered, Florence had put the shoes down on the console table and appeared to be transfixed, or at least confused. Mrs. Harper was seated on the sofa. Across from her was the man I had spotted outside on the bench, now sipping sherry from the finest set of glassware in the home. His face was rutted at the forehead, pockmarked at the cheeks, his pate polished to a glimmer. The tint of wine lined his lips like a violation, and the way he eyed us upon our entrance, as though we might pose a threat, was so lacking in manners that I immediately grasped upon a darkness within him that diffused like a blooming shadow.


I had not even enough time to inspect the peculiarities of the circumstance before Mrs. Harper pointed at a paper in her hand, waving it like a clue, or relic, something long sought and finally received. Her smile, so full and wide, was as strange as the man’s disposition. Mrs. Harper displayed many emotions, but happiness was not often amongst them.


“Florence,” Mrs. Harper said, “your father has written. He asks that we join him in Mexico. That we hurry to meet him, no less.”


The room was stunned into silence before Florence’s shrieks, and Mrs. Harper’s tears of joy, brought along a mood of celebration. I looked to Mrs. Harper herself as if further answers might be provided, but the two were so caught up in the moment that I appeared to be invisible to them.


“Mrs. Harper,” I said, sensing something amiss, and yet she only shooshed me with a quick stare, her head resting on her daughter’s shoulder. That was the moment Oliver slipped from my hands. I watched him mosey over to the man in the corner, this man who had said nothing, this man who had apparently delivered such unexpected news as to upend the entire household. He extended his hand to Oliver, and the dog licked it greedily, which felt like a betrayal I could not square; the man was now staring at me, just as he had been outside. There was a glint in his eye, and I was prepared to ask after his name, his position, had he not taken the opportunity to raise his glass in my direction.


“A refill,” he said.


“Do as he says,” Mrs. Harper instructed. I nodded cheerily. Then followed her instruction.
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I hauled Mrs. Harper’s trunk in one hand, my own valise atop it, and in my other I carried Oliver and made sure to place him down when he began to kick at my side, as if to tell me there was business that needed tending to.


First there was the porter who passed us, taking off his cap to say hello to the dog and holding up the family he was assisting.


“This here is Oliver,” I announced, “and I speak on his behalf when I say it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” The man laughed, which was common, as most everyone took joy from such a silly statement, which might explain why I employed it so often.


Next there was the gaggle of women who yelled at the sight of an animal so sweet and all reached down to put a hand to him. I told them of his fine pedigree, of how he brought happiness to all of New Orleans, and so long did they linger that they nearly missed the departure of their ship.


The third introduction was a small child in a bright blue hat whose father was signing papers for what appeared to be cargo received. “This here is Oliver—” I said, before I was cut off. A hand was on my shoulder. A voice in my ear.


“Enough with the dog.”


With this I took Oliver from the child, who watched us off solemnly. I returned back to the side of Florence and Mrs. Harper, and yet still did not deign to apologize to the man beside me who had, with little authority, taken control of the Harper family only one week before and set us off on this voyage.


His name was Amos Turlow. As we now knew, he had been sent by Mr. Harper to fetch his family and deliver them to Mexico. He did look right for the job. The man was large enough that he appeared capable of surviving within the deep intestines of the most unforgiving of deserts; his body, I figured, capable of feasting on its own muscle and fat for months on end. The fabric of his shirt, stretched so tight beneath his vest, seemed to utter groans when he made sudden movements, and I often thought his sleeves might tear off entirely if given a tug.


Neither Florence nor Mrs. Harper questioned the man’s dark disposition, his uncivilized air (returning to the family home at odd hours reeking of tobacco and alcohol, spitting phlegm into his endless stream of handkerchiefs that I was later made to wash), all that made me wary of him. One night, while bringing hot water to Mrs. Harper for a bath, I asked her quite plainly as to whether or not she truly trusted herself and her daughter in the hands of such an individual.


“God no,” she said with a chortle. “I would entrust my daughter to the care of a catamount before that man. But it is Turlow who Wyatt has delivered to me. And if it is Turlow who will take me back to my husband . . .”


In private, I will admit that my trepidation was mixed with an equal dose of optimism. For if one were to actually locate Mr. Harper, it might imply that June was with him, and the possibility of laying eyes on her once more, to reclaim our relationship as ours, well who would not make a deal with the devil himself for such a guarantee? Eventually, I felt only lucky to be invited on the expedition at all. What followed, as the days ticked by, was a feeling I hardly could recall experiencing before, a burning at my chest, a warmth I could not measure. I believe that had been a feeling of hope. Hope of the good that might befall me if our trip was successful.


A breeze struck the port and carried with it the rank smell of fish. One could witness men beside great bundles of goods—kegs of grains with their tops peeled off for inspection, vats of sugar and lard, furs loaded so high on pallets as to appear like the shedding of a monster slain. Prices were being argued over with increasing fervor, voices rising into one garble of unceasing noise, and by the time we arrived at the steamer my senses were so overwhelmed I hardly had my wits about me.


Our steamboat was awe-inspiring, sleekly carved, painted red and white with its name across its midsection: The Jubilee. The captain stood before it on the dock, hands in the pockets of his frock coat, and when Turlow approached, the two of them warmly greeted one another and immediately entered into conversation as though they were old acquaintances.


“Are you afraid, Coleman?” Florence was beside me, both of us staring at a number of horses being led up the gangplank.


“Not in the slightest,” I told her, although my response did little to remove the grin from her face.


“Perhaps you should stick a toe in the water. You will see it’s nothing to be feared. Truly. Give it a go.”


I know why she had made the comment. It was nearly lore amongst our neighbors back in Baton Rouge, and oddly enough the origins of the story pertained to my grooming habits, of all things. As a younger man, no older than sixteen, I had begun to pay close attention to my hair. I discovered that with the steady work of a comb, a spritz of water, and a dollop of raw egg stirred, I could part it in a style similar to Mr. Harper himself. Although I did it in the name of fashion, I also thought this would gain my master’s favor, yet it took but one afternoon of Mr. Harper drinking with his friends to learn how wrong I’d been.


The men were gathered under an oak tree before a small pond in town, a park where the finer folks of Baton Rouge would collect on Saturdays, waving to one another, mingling at their leisure. By noon they were well-intoxicated and began to compliment my hair as a rib, telling Mr. Harper that he and I must be brothers, how similar our style was. Though I tried to hide in the shadows of the tree, hoping their jeers might quit if I made myself invisible, they only continued as the day progressed.


Mr. Harper was not laughing. He began to tap his glass against the table, whiskey sputtering to the ground.


“Coleman, why don’t we see how similar that hair of yours is to mine without the sorcery you’ve wrought with your comb. Go over to that pond. Pour some water on your head. Give it a shake.”


The laughing ceased then. They told him to let the matter go, and yet Mr. Harper would not relent. “It was not a request,” he said, finally looking upon me. “I am telling you to do it. Now.”


Wetting my hair was not enough, and he wished, then, to see me enter the water to my chest, against the pleas of all others present, and the humiliation, the great dread that racked my being as I found out the pond was quite deep, too deep for a man who could not swim, is difficult to express to someone who has never been forced into such a precarious position. Never did I forget the clinking sound of his glass against the table as he barked at me, asking for a refill before I’d regained my breath, before my feet had landed on solid ground. I did not deign to part my hair like that again in his presence, and still the greater consequence was that I had been afraid of even the shallowest bodies of water ever since—something I had unfortunately told Florence in confidence the day after, not ever thinking it might be used against me years later. Yet the girl now exulted in the embarrassment of others. Anything to conceal her own pain.


“The only feeling I have is one of excitement,” I told her. “Seven days on the open water with you? Heaven itself could not offer an equal pleasure.”


Florence’s smirk did not waver, and I felt within it her admiration of my sarcasm, the look of a child who has met a play partner willing to participate in a quarrel merely for the sake of a quarrel.


“I wish I could say the same,” she said, “but knowing you will be in steerage, while I will be first class—well, Coleman, we will hardly see each other at all. A sad thing.”


“Sad indeed,” I told her.


Suddenly here was Mrs. Harper squeezing between us, words streaming from her mouth as though she had been in dialogue for hours without anyone knowing the wiser.


“Have you seen the menu, Coleman? Sardines on toast, fresh bass, ice cream and wafers for dessert. Do not get me started on the activities they are planning for us. Apparently on the final night there is to be a ball, and they said they would be delighted if I were to help plan it. I believe that’s something of an accomplishment, as many of the guests on board have traveled on far more illustrious ships than The Jubilee, and this being my first expedition, I believe they must see something special in my demeanor to afford me this opportunity . . .”


“The luggage,” Turlow yelled out from beside the captain, which was a relief, as I’d listened to Mrs. Harper parrot this same speech all week, and the thought of hearing it once more was almost too much to bear.


I handed Oliver over to Mrs. Harper, who was still prattling on, and began to carry the luggage onboard, gaining a new vantage point of the other steamboats belching smoke from their stacks like factories laid out at sea, the port workers scurrying about like aimless schools of fish seeking refuge from the greater mass of industry. I did not look at the water overboard, the endless floor of blue that merged with the endless horizon of sky, as I could already feel my throat run dry at the distinct knowledge, now, that I would be stuck aboard this vessel, with nowhere to escape, for a week’s time.


I did not know what might befall me. What might come even when we made it to land. What I knew—perhaps the only thing I knew—was that my heart still burnt like a flame at the prospect of who I might find at the other side of the sea. That if there were any chance I could reunite with my sister, the one person who would make me whole, there was not a single body of water I would not traverse to see her. Better to grin and bear it. To stifle the fear of the unknown that racked me to my core—just as I had when June had been taken from me in the first.




As we awaited our departure, one could feel the listlessness of the boat’s occupants, the buzz of anticipation brewing, and when it came, it met every expectation I had conjured in my imagination. The ground trembled as though an earthquake had split the world in two and the fissure was right beneath my feet; then followed the deep bellow of the horn, and all the passengers, as though given a cue, began to wave at those on the port. There were tears of joy, of sadness, the waving of handkerchiefs, the children on men’s shoulders hoping for one last glance of this gigantic vessel that, as though harnessing magic, would be present one moment and have vanished in the next. The flag soon went up in glorious fashion and the steamer was signalized down the harbor; off, certainly, for what was to be an experience the likes of which I had never known.


I was allowed access to the upper deck to tend to Mrs. Harper and Florence, although their room came with the accommodation of a cabin girl who made my duties somewhat obsolete. I would climb the stairs occasionally only to find them happy amongst the other women, planning the activities of the day or socializing over a game of whist, and with a shooing off by Mrs. Harper or a nasty look from Florence, happily ensconced amongst the younger gentlemen aboard the boat, I would return to the lower deck. The steerage cabin was more or less inhospitable. The hot-water spigot was broken, the straw beds so close together as to bring me up against the back of another man, the ground littered with spoons and dishpans collecting flies and maggots.


Each morning I would return there, tin bowl in hand, to await the arrival of the cook’s help, the ration of slop he would provide (which I would share with Oliver). But once breakfast was served, I would return to my own makeshift quarters in the open air near the stern. I’d made a small bundle of clothes into a bed beside the livestock and some bales of crop that an officer would come by to surveil every few hours (as though I had plans to steal away a pallet of cotton and hop into the ocean, riding the load to the nearest town to sell it for profit). How quickly one gets used to watching men and women alike squat before the taffrails, relieving themselves even in mid-conversation with another. Vomiting was equally acceptable in this manner, and in such a way I had the pleasure of witnessing all varieties of excretion at all hours of the day.


The weather at night was downright frigid, and I held Oliver close to my chest, my teeth chattering upon his head, jealous of the easy sleep that came over him in the nest that was my own body. Although I was mostly ignored, there was a boy who would occasionally appear from the bowels of the boat, and although I was quite vigilant about my surroundings, aware of thieves and undesirables, I failed to detect his every approach. It was near-dawn on the third night at sea when he appeared before me and lingered there like a ghost. Great streaks of coal maculated his face like war paint. His hands were equally sullied. The whites of his eyes stood out like piercing moons struck against a pitch-black night. I had the sense that he was not from New Orleans, but perhaps a child of Mexico, stuck on this vessel indefinitely, and although I could not be sure he spoke English, I could tell, as with most children, that the allure of a kind dog was enough to pull him out of his shell and draw him near me.


“What is your name?” I asked.


When there was no response, only his blinking, I pulled Oliver from his bed, the dog unfurling with a stretch of the limbs, shaking its head against the steady breeze of the night.


“This here is Oliver,” I told him, “and I speak on his behalf when I say it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


Did the boy understand? Who could say? But he giggled as Oliver sniffed the coal on his palm, and when he ran his hand along Oliver’s mane, the smallest smile struck his face. Even I nearly laughed in response to the sudden change in his disposition. I started off then, telling the boy that this very instant served to demonstrate how the bond between humans and animals was so virtuous as to possibly be divine—a common language between species that needed no shared language at all. No one species made a better companion than another, whether it be horses (a coincidence that one just defecated beside me), or parrots, or cats. All could be an exemplar of loyalty, and to care for them was to encourage one’s own compassion, and thus bonds with animals made us better humans, and better humans made the world a better place to exist.


The boy was bleary-eyed, his mouth agape, and his gaze had begun to drift. I had been told by Florence many times, and was wholly aware, of how my ramblings came off to others, but this felt extreme, and it took my turning to find Amos Turlow before me. He was holding a bowl, steam dissipating from its reach, like a veil of fog before the man’s face.


Turlow nodded his head, and the boy receded once more to whatever hidden hatch he’d crawled out of.


“You look like a vagrant down there,” he said. “Come and stand with me. I’ve brought you some soup.”


I pulled myself up, not sure if it was the chill of the night or the gumbo that sent a shiver down my spine. The smell of the onion was mouthwatering, the hunks of fatty ham like sweet candy melting on my tongue. I could not have asked for a better blessing and it took some acting to conceal my happiness. Still, I managed.


“I wonder,” I said, “why you’d wish to bring me this meal instead of socializing upstairs. It sounds lively.”


Above us one could hear a fiddle played in time to stomping feet, followed by peals of laughter, a song ending and another beginning. Turlow sniffed in displeasure and wiped the wet from his nose with the back of his hand. “I’d sooner go two rounds in the sheets with a cactus than spend another evening with those idiots. I don’t say that lightly.”


“A rather rude comment to make. I for one would love the opportunity to—”


“Stop right there,” he interrupted. “Why do you talk like that? I must know.”


“Like what?”


“Like you’re learnèd. I’d wager you could not stand an examination in a single subject beyond tending to those two women up in first class. And yet you talk like some teacher.”


I recoiled, pulling the bowl from my mouth to my breast as though it might be used as a shield.


“Mr. Turlow, I assure you I am quite well-read. Mrs. Harper allowed me to use her library at my leisure since we arrived in New Orleans.”


This was only a partial truth. I believed myself to be more learned than most, actually. For when Florence had been tutored at home in Baton Rouge I had, at every opportunity, permitted myself to tasks about the house that might keep me in range to hear them. When she advanced to learning in the schoolhouse, I made sure to offer my services in escorting her there, keeping station close by throughout those sessions when I was not needed back at the house; absorbing, in effect, the same lessons she did. And when her workbooks were discarded, Florence finding them too difficult, not worthy of her time, it was I who made them my own, devouring each word between their covers. Thus began my journey with the written word, a journey that never ceased. I was not just learnèd but intelligent, and yet I do not believe such a thing was believable to Amos Turlow. He looked at me with great skepticism, even hatred.


“So you have read a book or two. And did those books teach you how to act as well? I’ll tell you I’ve met some uppity Negroes, but none who put on such a ridiculous performance. Spent too much time with those folks up at that party and not enough with your own kind, if you ask me.”


This man had made me feel naked before him. Perhaps there were parts of myself that I concealed, as anyone might, but in the elevation of my behavior I only strove to be a better version of a former individual I wished desperately to forget: a child that did not even have the privilege of knowing his parents; a boy who knew only of toil; a grown man so scared of his own freedom that he clung tightly to the chains that kept him in bondage. What was once a mere conversation had turned into an attempt to turn my insides out, a show of cruelty, the sort of engagement I wanted no part of.


“Every man tries to hide the parts of himself he finds shameful,” I said softly. “Why you might wish to discuss such a thing, I cannot say. If you’d like me to stand here and bear it, I will do that out of respect to Mrs. Harper. But I’d prefer not to.”


At this, his face softened ever so slightly. His hand shot up in protest, and he started again in a tone I can only imagine he found to be one of warmth.


“This has nothing to do with Mrs. Harper. Allow me to rephrase my—”


“It really is fine.”


“I insist. What I was getting to, in kinder words, is that we are much different, and yet, in reality, beneath this act of yours, I don’t think we’re much different at all—”


“Now that is a baffling comment. I don’t believe I’ve met a man whose nature and doctrines were more different than my own—”


His hand slammed down upon the handrail with a roar that frightened even Oliver to attention.


“Might I finish? Is it within your ability to stay quiet for even a moment’s time? No wonder the only creature who pays you mind is that dog!”


A wreath of silence descended over us, as chilly as the air itself, but just as quickly as it settled, Turlow collected his words and spoke again.


“I’ll have you know that my brother and I grew up in a sorry little hut next to a sorry little gulch near a town you’ve never heard of. Mom dead, father left us, grew up with our aunt and uncle. I cannot recall that man saying more than a few sentences to us, and he looked to be shocked still by a past life even I could not imagine. He would leave at odd hours, return still without a word, and it was known he was to be left alone. We did the woman’s bidding, which amounted to petty thievery, stealing vegetables from nearby farms, sending us into town each Sunday so we could beg outside the local church for that dime families had withheld when the plate got passed. We were tools of that woman, my brother and me. Had nothing to call our own except one another.”


Turlow’s voice had the deep vibrations of a trombone played in close quarters, a noise that swelled and shook the ground beneath one’s feet like the very waves of the sea. The story he told was a stunning one, describing his slow maturation as his aunt’s myrmidon, her orders becoming more and more destructive, and one could sense the humanity of two young men being diminished to nothing by this woman who cared little for them beyond their use to her. He was quite exercised by it all, his face ripening in color by the mood of the conversation.


“Yet on our last morning in their home, my uncle pulled us up from our mats upon the ground with a vicious tug and instructed us to wait outside. It was as cold as this night. I remember that well. He spoke at length, and there was something chilling to how measured his words were, how comfortable he appeared in that last gasp of darkness before the sun revealed itself. He told us we were men now. That we would all now work in tandem. He told us of a fellow who had wronged him, who had withheld money he was owed.”


The boys followed their uncle to where the gulch widened into a stream, where the dense woods were like the lid upon a bowl, holding in the mist of the morning so tightly that they could hardly see their own feet before them. Near the stream was a man with his fishing rod, a man no older than their uncle, a man so occupied with the labor before him that he did not even turn at their arrival. The way their uncle led them, the angle in which they arrived through the tree line, made Turlow certain that his uncle had planned this from a previous venture. That this was a setup from the first.


He told me of the man turning at the sound of them at his back. That at once the mist seemed to dissipate entirely, that they could witness the orbs of the man’s eyes go from a speck of wonder to wide lakes of panic.


“There was a strangeness to it that clouded over my fear,” Turlow said. “The odd sight of my uncle’s knife, for I did not know he possessed such a weapon. Or the swiftness of his movement, the brutality in which he thrusted the thing to the hilt, for he was a man who moved at a snail’s pace. And I wondered, watching the fisherman fall before the stream—watching my uncle slice him at the side, and fill his body with stones like a filleted fish, and toss him into the water like a thing disposed of—if this was what my uncle had been conserving his energy for all those days. For mornings like this one. Mornings he slipped out to make others his victims and plunder them for what little they had.


“I could not tell you what pained me more: the awful look of that body, or the feeling of betrayal that my brother and I had been bred for this moment. Trained in lesser acts of indecency to be ready for this greater one. Somehow this was the breach I could not overcome.”


Before casting him to the water, his uncle had taken the man’s fishing rod, a few coins from his pocket, even the fish he had managed to catch.


“He told us there were a raft of men who owed him money. That he had been wronged at every turn in his life. And that he was only getting what he was owed, piece by piece, man by man. It did not matter if one, in particular, was a stranger.”


He said he left that night. That he took the man’s knife with him as well.


“As though that might stop him in the future. Never truly trusted another soul other than my brother. Never saw the world the same way.”


Turlow pulled a cigarette from his vest pocket, lit a match, took a pull, and his visage—that cragged surface of scars and shaving knicks, ember-red blemishes and cratered pockmarks—seemed hollowed out, phenomenally weary, as though the pain of the story had been borne from the plume of smoke that had entered his lungs and was now lost to the sea.


“And I see in you a man who’s been hurt in his own right,” he said. “Your suspicion of all that goes on around you. You’re an attendant. Just like me. Watching over Mrs. Harper, that girl of hers, even suspicious of those folks in steerage. Beneath this act of refinement, beneath whatever behavior you’ve leeched from those books, you’re a survivor as well, looking for what’s right around the corner so you may be one step ahead. Isn’t that right? I bet you’ve noticed quite a bit about me no less.”


I thought for a moment before leveling my response.


“I have noticed some things,” I muttered. “You spend more time beneath the ship than in first class. And as you said, you appear to find the passengers not to your liking, and prefer the company of the crew.”


“Mm. And that is very true. Consider the captain of this vessel. A decent human if ever there was one. Commanded a war-boat for his country, invested most of his savings in this very ship, and due to a gambling debt is on the verge of forfeiting hull and engine to a businessman back in New Orleans who cares nothing of this vessel at all. The captain pays enough on insurance to keep him penniless, and whatever profit he gains goes back to some rich bastard who I am sure is sipping cognac as we speak while getting his pecker warbled like a flute by a ten-dollar whore. Where is the fairness there?”


“Well, I am sure no one forced the captain to enter the gaming houses—”


“Or those boys like the one you just saw, trapped in that boiler room, working around the clock like galley slaves? What God forced that lot upon them?”


I asked, politely, what it was he was getting to, and Turlow flicked his cigarette into the darkness of the night, the faintest rumors of smoke still trailing from his mouth.


“My point is that I was once as lost as all these outcasts we speak of. Yet I did not let it break me. No. I transcended my misfortune. I realized I must not be just an attendant, such as you, but also an actor. I do not make my money gutting men, but helping them. And just as I will help Mr. Harper. That is my only goal. And so I ask that you believe as much.”


I was both skeptical and puzzled. Why on earth did my trust mean anything to him? As though he could read such signals upon my countenance, he continued with something of a reasoning aimed at my concerns.


“I know you find me crass,” he said. “I care not one bit. What matters—perhaps the only thing that matters—is that you recognize my reputation is earned. That to trust me is to assure you safe passage not only to Mexico, but back into the hands of the only person that matters in your life. That sister of yours.”


A faint mist of water, flung up by the constant churnings of the paddle wheel, hit me with a spray so fine that it caused me to flinch. The bowl in my hand quivered and broth sloshed onto my feet; Oliver scurried to smell the residue. I don’t know why I did, but I reached down and placed the bowl there, letting him have the last of it while I gathered my wits about me. Rarely was I speechless, yet Turlow had rendered me so, and it was with great mercy that Turlow deigned to keep talking, for I think I would have stood in silence the rest of the night.


“Read this,” Turlow said as I rose back up. “My instructions. Given to me by Mr. Harper himself. The same letter given to Mrs. Harper.”


The edges were rubbed smooth from wear, the ink smeared where Mrs. Harper’s tears had fallen.


“My sister,” was all I could utter. “What has Mr. Harper done? Is she in danger? Mr. Turlow—”


“All I know is in the letter,” he said, waving it about so recklessly I feared it might fall from his grip and land in the ocean. I could tell my urge to read it wafted off me like a scent. I could hardly contain my desire any better than Turlow could detect my desperation. He brought it to his chest and spoke once more.


“One promise,” Turlow said. A small, imperceptible whine escaped my throat. My sight fell to the endless darkness of the sea, back to Turlow, back to the letter. “You cannot speak on the letter’s content with Mrs. Harper. When she read it that first time, it was only delusion that brought her to find anything to celebrate contained within these pages. She is not in her right mind, and I do not wish for her to disrupt our travels by some mention of the truth. No. What we discuss tonight is best left to a confidence we share.”


“Fine,” I said, shamefully quick no less. “I will do as you say.”


“And say nothing to the girl, either. Mrs. Harper refuses to share the truth with her, and I want no trouble between those two.”


“I understand. I do. Just—please.”


Now I had it in my grasp, and already I was shocked to see the familiarity of the writing. More so, I could hear Mr. Harper in every word. I was prepared for him to materialize at my back, barking instructions on what was expected of me for the coming day. I could hardly stand still.


 . . . discovered land that holds promise . . . Untold numbers of crops could be born here, cotton not excluded . . . I can promise $1,000, 200 acres, and a stock in the bounty of whatever might be found in the mine itself . . . Dire help is needed in return . . . an unrelated cause dear to my heart . . .


I readied myself to hear of Mr. Harper’s request for his family to be retrieved, yet following his introduction there was nothing of the sort. Nothing at all. Hardly a word of Mrs. Harper. Not a word of Florence. The words, then, came at a faster clip, and so dizzied was I by their revelations that I hardly absorbed them beyond the naked directive they contained.


“A young Negro woman, my dearest confidante, has absconded from our shared home . . . in the thrall of savages . . . converted to their cause by way of her very ignorance . . . I believe that only one man might entice her back to my dwelling. I will need you to locate her brother, a former slave that was in my keep . . .”


I’d grown used to trying moments—learned to stymie the fear born from the shadows of the basement that frightened me as a child; never to flinch from the hand that might strike after a job poorly done; to stubbornly, and steadfastly, keep my focus locked upon my duties and nothing else, if only to keep at bay the trouble that gnawed at my soul. Yet I was not prepared for this. My bearings escaped me. The wind could have toppled me with a gust. I wished only to return to the deck of the boat, to pull my wool blanket over my body, bring Oliver to my chest to keep him safe, and let the moment pass.


“Do you understand now?” Turlow asked.


“I see,” I said, my voice catching. “I understand.”


Mr. Harper was not interested in reuniting with his family. What he wanted was my sister, who had somehow been taken. And what that required was something to entice her back into his grasp.


It was not his family Mr. Harper sought. It was me.
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