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Prologue


HOLMES HOLE, 1858






The stowaway, whose name was Joseph Ruffin, came ashore with young Peleg Davenport on a moonlit night in the middle of July. It was well after midnight, getting on toward one o’clock. The light of the full moon lay across the harbor with its huddled ships, its thickets of masts, booms, yards, and upslanted bowsprits. It bathed the town, glazing the dry, wagon-rutted dirt roadways, lighting the white spires of the two churches, falling liquid and faintly yellow down weathered-shingle storefronts and houses of white clapboard. Absolute silence: a ghost town. Peleg led the black man up Union Street, past Fischer Brothers Marine Hardware, past the Seamen’s Bethel and Luce’s Dry Goods & Groceries, then north on Main. They did not speak, Joseph trudging a little behind in his loose sack coat and denim trousers, his worn and water-stiffened brogans. They turned again, up the steep incline of Drummer Lane, and here Joseph Ruffin slowed, moving unsteadily, erratic, as if the tilt of the land disoriented him. Ahead of him Peleg Davenport stopped walking. Joseph had stopped, and Peleg sensed it. It was dark here, with lilac hedges walling both sides of the lane and the trees closing in overhead. Peleg regarded him with a worried squint, and spoke, finally, in a harsh whisper.


“You come on now. It ain’t but another minute.”


Joseph looked up at him from the dark of the lane and said nothing.


“You come on,” Peleg said again. “We get there you can have all the damn water you want.”




Joseph nodded. He fished a handkerchief out of his coat pocket and looked down at it in his hand as if someone else had placed it there and he wondered what its use might be.


“You come on now,” Peleg whispered again. “I’m in trouble same as you we get caught.”


He turned without waiting to see what Joseph would do, stand there contemplating his handkerchief or follow him, and went briskly, almost angrily, to the top of the lane. He crossed William Street at an angle, still not looking back, to a large white-clapboard house in the Greek revival style, its tall gable end facing front. A white picket fence set it off from the road. In the narrow front yard hung a white- and black-painted wooden sign, easily legible in the tree-filtered moonlight: Dr. Geo A. Chandler, Phys and Surg. Peleg let himself in through the gate then looked downstreet toward Drummer Lane. Nothing. Shaking his head, he climbed the porch steps and lifted the brass knocker. Across the street, as the first tentative raps rang softly out, Joseph emerged from the lane into the lacy moonlight and came toward the doctor’s house, slow, decrepit-seeming, dragging his coated and hatless shadow beside him.


 


Luke and Thomas Chandler, thirteen and eleven that year, woke simultaneously to the light rapping. They scrambled out of bed in their muslin union suits and knelt to look out, a boy at each window. They watched the Negro come up the street and through the gate, very thin in the loose-hanging wool coat and baggy trousers. Under the coat he wore a white shirt of cotton, no collar. His face in the moonlight was slack, haggard. The boys looked at each other wordlessly, then craned out to peer at the white man on the porch beneath them. He wore a mechanic’s hat and was big and well built.


“Hey,” Thomas called down.


Peleg Davenport let go of the knocker and stepped back. He looked up and found Thomas.


“What do you want?” Thomas said.


“What I want is you keep your voice down,” Peleg said.


“Why?” Thomas said.


“Let us in I’ll tell you.”




“Go wake Rose,” Luke said.


Joseph, inside the gate now, looked up at Thomas, at Luke, eyeing them with mute curiosity. After a moment he turned, slow, and sat heavily down on the bottom porch step.


“Listen,” Peleg said, “I got to get this nigger off the street.”


“Go wake her,” Luke told Thomas.


But Rose was awake now, out of bed, they could hear her through the wall, moving about barefoot, opening and closing a drawer.


“Stay here,” Luke said, getting to his feet.


Thomas rose too, as Luke had known he would, and the two of them hurried into their clothes while Rose’s bedroom door opened with a snap of its iron latch and she glided down the hallway, down the stairs.


“Stay here,” Luke said again, buttoning his pants.


“Why?” Thomas said, buttoning his.


Luke didn’t answer, what was the use, and Thomas followed him, the two of them shoeless, thumping pell-mell down the stairs in the gauzy half light as Rose opened the front door. She had not brought a lamp or candle, there was no need.


“And what is this?” she said.


Peleg Davenport stared at her, surprise knitting his wide amiable cleanshaven face. He looked away, speechless, digesting this new development, then again at Rose.


“Evenin,” he said.


“Evening.”


Rose stood with her arms folded, square-shouldered and narrow-waist, her crimson velvet robe tightly belted. Her hair was down, feathery and coal-black where the moon struck it, her skin as coffee-brown as Joseph’s though she was Cape Verdean. Rose Miranda. Joseph twisted around finally and looked up to discover her in the doorway.


“What’s all this?” Rose said.


“Look like heaven, Mr. Peleg. We done arrive among the blessed angels.” The voice was low, soft, rusty, and in its lazy melody Luke imagined the South, its scented evenings and enervating summer days, its dusty roads, its bayous and swamps, its olden mystery. “A angel, sure enough,” Joseph said, continuing his backward inspection of Rose.


“He ain’t feelin well,” Peleg explained.




Rose looked at Joseph. She looked at Peleg. “And it can’t wait till morning,” she said.


“Ma’am,” Peleg said, “we’ll come in if that’s all right.”


“Better tell me why, at this hour,” Rose said.


“This here’s a slave, run off down in Georgia,” Peleg said.


“Georgia,” Rose said. “A slave.”


Peleg looked up and down the empty street. The trees threw their black shadows over the silk-gray road. Somewhere out behind the house an owl loosed its fluttering cry across the stillness. Peleg lifted a deep breath and began again. “I’m Peleg Davenport. Live up Manter Hill? I come back on the Lizzie Freeman yesterday. Captain Anson Daggett. We were all the way to Savannah, Georgia. Took on a cargo of lumber and laid over a night and while we were ashore this nigger snuck on board.”


He stopped, met Rose’s gaze.


“Negro,” he said. “This Negro.”


“Go on,” Rose said.


Joseph sat with his back to them, listening.


“Nobody knows about him cep me and another boy name Charlie Swenson, lives up in North Tisbury. Charlie’s the one found him. Down in the hold. Heard him movin around one night. We didn’t want to send him back so we took a oath of secrecy. Charlie left it to me to come back and fetch him ashore. Said he’s through with it, wasn’t gonna take no more risks.”


“Better come in, then,” Rose said.


“His name’s Joseph,” Peleg said.


“He own a last name?” Rose said.


Joseph, still sitting, cleared his throat. “Ruffin,” he said. “Joseph Ruffin.”


“You’re welcome, Mr. Ruffin,” Rose said.


“I thank you.” He hauled himself to his feet and Peleg took his arm and led him up the steps. “He’s awful thirsty,” he said. He helped him up into the house. His odor moved with him like an aura; the sweetish smell of his unwashed body, the sharp reek of sweat, of urine. Peleg took his cap off, held it with both hands.


“He run out of water, and me and Charlie couldn’t always provide him,” he said.




“Luke,” Rose said, “fetch your father down here.”


“Go get him, Thomas,” Luke said.


“You go,” Thomas said.


“One of you go or he’ll want to know why,” Rose said.


Luke jerked his chin toward the stairs and Thomas started up, then turned and looked down at the rest of them, leaning out over the banister. “Is he really a slave?” he said.


“All of em’s slaves down there,” Peleg said. “It’s pitiful.”


“We’re abolitionists, aren’t we, Rose?” Thomas said.


“Want me to kick you up those stairs?” Luke said.


Thomas grinned at him and was gone.


“Run fetch some water, Luke,” Rose said. “Fill that white pitcher. Draw it till it flows fresh, hear?”


 


He came down unshaven and partially dressed in a clean white shirt without tie or collar or vest, navy trousers with braces strapping his narrow shoulders, bedroom slippers. George Chandler: a small, wiry, hunch-shouldered man in spectacles, bald on top, skin like toughened leather.


The boys stood in the hallway with Peleg Davenport. The front door had been closed and a lamp burned on a lamp rug on the hall table, its soft steady glow casting the boys in dusky silhouette in the Chippendale mirror. Rose had shown Joseph to the doctor’s office and had not come back.


“Father,” Thomas said, “this is Mr. Davenport.”


“William Davenport’s boy,” Chandler said.


“Yes sir.”


“I set his arm. One of my first patients.”


“Yes sir.”


“He’ll be proud of you.”


“No sir, he won’t, cause I ain’t gonna tell him. He thinks the slaves ought to be slaves. Way God made em.”


“God didn’t make them slaves,” Thomas said.


“Not now, Thomas,” Chandler said.


“Well He didn’t,” Thomas said.


“Shut up,” Luke said.




Rose came through the dining room into the hall carrying a lamp, swift and silent in her belted robe. Peleg watched her come. He glanced at her bare brown feet, a slice of ankle. She put the lamp down on the table, the room brighter now, the mirror agleam.


“I don’t think he understands he’s on an island,” she said.


“He’s right ignorant,” Peleg said.


“He wasn’t so ignorant he couldn’t find his way across the whole state of Georgia,” Rose said. “Told me it took him ten days, did you know that?”


“Yes ma’am,” Peleg said.


“Hiding out in the woods. Eating berries.”


“Yes ma’am,” Peleg said. And thought: Didn’t ever meet one like her. He wondered if all city Negroes were as pricklesome. Talking up like that to a white man.


“He’s waiting on you, Dr. Chandler,” she said.


 


Peleg had intended to deliver Joseph Ruffin to the doctor and go home and be done with it, but here he sat, at the kitchen table with Luke and Thomas and the colored woman, eating hermits and drinking sweet milk cold from the oakwood icebox, Rose sitting elevated on a three-legged stool at the head of the table. Arms folded, bare heels propped on the rung.


“You folks got some nice things in this house,” Peleg said, looking around at the icebox, the enameled Monarch stove, the shelf rows of burnished pewter plates and goblets.


“We have a Soule’s Washing Machine,” Thomas said.


“What does it wash?” Peleg said.


“Clothes,” Thomas said, “what do you think?”


“Wipe your mouth, Thomas,” Rose said.


“You like livin on the Vineyard?” Peleg said.


“Well enough,” Luke said.


“How come you to leave New Bedford?” Peleg said.


“You’re just full of questions, aren’t you?” Rose said.


Peleg reddened, smiled, shrugged. “No ma’am.”


“Father wanted a change,” Thomas said. “Isn’t that so, Rose?”




“Are you going to eat that hermit or leave it sit there?” Rose said.


“Eat it,” Thomas said.


“I ain’t never been to New Bedford,” Peleg said.


“You’ve been to Savannah, Georgia, but not New Bedford,” Rose said.


“I been to Charleston South Carolina, and up the Indian River in Florida.”


“My,” Rose said.


“When I’m sixteen Father’s going to take us to Europe,” Thomas said. “Rose, too. Isn’t that right, Rose?”


“You get to sixteen and we’ll see,” Rose said.


“I think about shipping on a whaler,” Peleg said. “A body can see the whole world that way.”


“Get et by a whale,” Thomas said.


“I ain’t afeard of a whale,” Peleg said.


A door opened off the dining room. The doctor’s office was at the front of the house, adjacent to a bedroom for surgery or for patients who might need to lie down, and behind it the dining room. Rose and the boys stopped talking. The doctor stood in the kitchen doorway, at the edge of the lamp’s yellow nimbus, thoughtful, eyes downcast and unseeing, as if some new thought had come crowding in and he’d forgotten the runaway slave in his office.


“How is he?” Luke said.


His father’s gaze came up, found Luke. “Dehydrated,” he said. “It makes you dizzy. Confused. We get some food in him, some more water, he’ll be fine.”


“I best heat a bath,” Rose said, letting herself down off the stool. “And we better find him some clothes that don’t smell like low tide.”


“Wait,” Dr. Chandler said. He removed his spectacles, closed his eyes and massaged them with his thumb and forefinger. He put the spectacles back on and adjusted them on his nose. “I would like all of you to come look at something,” he said. “Perhaps not you, Rose.”


“Look at what?” she said.


“The marks of slavery. It won’t do you any good to see them.”


“I might want to,” Rose said.


“You might not.”




“I have a right,” she said.


The doctor eyed her kindly. “I suppose you do,” he said.


The boys gulped the last of their milk and pushed their chairs back. Rose turned the lamp down and they followed the doctor through the dining room, where the west-hanging moon shone on the broad polished rectangle of the Hepplewhite table. Peleg eyed the table, the upholstered dining chairs and mahogany sideboard and corner cupboard whose glass door, too, mirrored the moonlight. They went through the patient’s bedroom, which contained a four-poster bed, and into the doctor’s office, where the Negro Joseph Ruffin sat on a Windsor chair with his soiled white-cotton shirt draped cloaklike over his shoulders, staring thoughtfully at the yellowed human skeleton that stood smiling in the corner. A lamp burned on the table beside him and another on Dr. Chandler’s desk. On the table too were the white stoneware pitcher and tumbler Luke had brought. The front window curtains were drawn but the side window was uncurtained and open. They gathered before him in silent audience and Joseph looked up at them and brightened, as if they were performers, clowns, sent in to amuse him. His smell hung in the room, but it was leavened by the sweet air moving in through the open window.


“You done brung me to a good place, Mr. Peleg,” he said. “Two pretty boys and a angel.”


“We’re abolitionists,” Thomas said.


“That a fack,” Joseph said.


“Father knows Frederick Douglass,” Thomas said.


“He doesn’t know him,” Luke said. “He heard him speak. So did we.”


“I ain’t knowed him either,” Joseph said. “Who is he?”


“Frederick Douglass,” Thomas said. “He’s famous.”


“Hush,” Rose said.


“Joseph?” the doctor said.


“Suh?”


“Would you show them?”


“Yes suh,” Joseph said, and, rising slowly, slid the shirt from off his shoulders and turned his back to them and stood still.


“God almighty,” Peleg said.


The lashes had been laid on every which way, neck to waist, the narrow back of the Negro all striped and crisscrossed with ridges that had healed gray and jagged. He’d been whipped and whipped and whipped, till the scars had crowded one another, bunching, piling up.


“Thank you, Joseph,” the doctor said.


Rose turned away and put the back of her hand to her mouth as if she’d burned herself. She shot a look at the doctor, quick and savage, then shook her head as if anticipating some request from him, some command she was refusing in advance, and strode from the room.


“Rose,” he called after her. And: “Rosie.”


“She’s crying,” Thomas said.


“I ain’t never seed it myself,” Joseph said. “I guess it look right ugly.”


“I’ll go to her,” Luke said.


“Best let her be,” his father said.


“I’d like to go, Father,” Luke said.


“Not now, Luke,” the doctor said.


 


Massa, Joseph Ruffin said, done sold me to a preacher name Barfield, and that’s when all the whuppins done started. Ain’t been whupped but one time before that. This Barfield, he own a fine big place, bout two hundred acres, and he believe in workin his niggers long and hard and whuppin em long and hard. The first time it happen they catched me sellin liquor durin the preachin on Sunday. Massa buck me down on a barrel and beat the blood out of me. Ain’t had no doctor neither, just the Missus come down out of the big house and clean me up some. Another time I done stole me a ham and a nigger name Augustus done told on me and Massa put me in the stocks this time and done whup me till I cry. Y’all know what the stocks is? They put the foots in and clamp em together, and then they got a crosspiece go right across the breast. That crosspiece, it long enough to tie the hands to it at the ends. They strip you naked and tear you up with that lash. Twenty-five lashes. Fifty of em. Massa tell you how many. Tell you before he start in. I run off after that and the patrols catched me and Massa done whup me again. He say I crazy. Say I talks crazy and do crazy. Name is Barfield. Mr. Lemuel Barfield. He say he whup me till I ain’t run no more.


 




Luke tapped on her door and she said come in, and he did. The room smelled flower-like, the air impregnated with the compounded fragrances of cologne and facial powders and rosewater. She was sitting in her velvet chair by the window, in her velvet robe. The moon was on that side of the house and still above the treeline, and she sat in its soft bright bathe gazing down at the tree-shaded side yard and did not look at Luke, did not move. On the plank floor beside her stood an empty tumbler and a bottle with a couple of fingers of liquor left in it.


“Are you drinking whiskey, Rose?” Luke said.


“I ain’t brushin my teeth with it,” she said.


His father dispensed it medicinally and from time to time allowed Rose a half- or two-thirds-drunk bottle, never a full one, to take to her room because she said it helped her sleep. She’d arrived from the orphanage in New Bedford with a knowledge of spirits and a taste for them. They were strict there but Rose said the girls could sneak in and out at night if they were willing to risk a strapping. They knew their way around the city but Rose wouldn’t say where she had acquired hard liquor at so young an age.


“Why are you?” Luke said.


“You sound like Thomas with your questions,” she said.


Luke wanted to close the door but did not. He came in closer. “Because of what you saw,” he said. “Because it upset you.”


“Are you asking or telling?” she said.


“He’ll be safe now,” Luke said. “Father’s going to take him to Gay Head in the carryall. The Indians’ll take him in. They’ll get him over to New Bedford. To the Railroad. He’ll be in Canada in no time.”


“Well, that’s fine,” Rose said.


“Thomas is heating him a bath,” Luke said. “Father said not to bother you.”


“But here you are.”


“I just wanted to tell you about Joseph. I thought you’d want to know.”


“I do, honey. Course I do.”


He watched her, the face smooth and dark brown in the moonlight, eyes black and lustrous. Rose, he thought. Rosie. She’d been with them three years and Luke could not clearly remember their life before that, before their mother took sick and to her bed and Rose arrived from the orphanage, beautiful even then. What had the four of them talked about at the dinner table before Rose came? What had their mother said to him and Thomas as she tucked them in and bent down to kiss them? She had been pretty if not exactly beautiful, but Luke now couldn’t see her face without consulting one of the ambrotypes scattered about the house.


“I’m going to give him a suit of clothes,” Luke said. “Do you think he’ll want a union suit?”


“What do I know about union suits?” Rose said.


Luke smiled and came closer. The room was smaller than his and Thomas’s but cooler in the summertime and warmer in winter. Her bed was a four-poster with a blue-and-white-checked canopy. Feather pillows in satin cases. There was a mahogany dressing table with an oval mirror, mahogany chest of drawers, a marble-topped washstand, a wicker rocker. Silver candelabra on the mantel shelf, and on the bedside table a leatherbound Works of Byron and the latest number of Godey’s Lady’s Book.


“Rosie? Are you drunk?”


“You ever see me drunk?” she said.


“I don’t know.”


“Well I do. And you ain’t.”


“Why are you saying ain’t?”


“Ain’t there something you s’posed to do?” she said. “Something about a suit of clothes, I recollect.”


“Why are you talking like that?”


“Like what?” she said.


“I know why,” Luke said.


“Do you, now.”


“I don’t mind,” he said. “I like it.”


The rocking chair stood next to the bedside table with its unlit lamp and the book and magazine; Luke dragged it to the window and sat down so close to Rose that their knees nearly touched. He could smell the tang of whiskey on her breath and as well the remnant of yesterday’s cologne, pleasantly faded, and the lavender soap she bathed with.


“Is that Peleg boy still here?” she said.


“He’ll ride up the Highway with Father and Joseph.”




“He’s a hard one to get rid of, isn’t he?”


“Why don’t you like him?”


“I like him well enough.”


Still she sat gazing down through the open window, leaning slightly forward, poised like that, motionless. “Lightning bug,” she said, watching it wink, then wink again, down in the shadows.


“What’s wrong, Rosie?” Luke said.


She brought up a sigh, was still a moment. “Settin here thinking, that’s all.”


“Thinking what?”


“Thinking I got more clothes than any white woman in this town. Got a nicer room. Eat better. Don’t get whipped.”


“As if,” Luke said, “anyone would want to whip you.”


“There’s some what might.”


“I’d like to see them try.”


She looked at him, smiled. Below them the lightning bugs flashed white-green in the dark.


“Do you know your daddy pays me, besides? Pays me ten dollars a month, hard money.”


“Why shouldn’t he?” Luke said.


Then Thomas was climbing the stairs, so quiet on his bare feet that Luke wondered if he was creeping up to eavesdrop. Quiet, too, in the hall. Luke turned, watched Thomas materialize in the doorway.


“Father wants to know where those clothes are,” he said.


“I’m getting them.”


“It doesn’t look like you are.”


“Well, I am.”


“Joseph’s near about done bathing. Then Father says you’re to hitch up the carryall.”


“Why don’t you hitch it up?”


“I don’t like to,” Thomas said. “Nancy doesn’t like me.”


“Baby,” Luke said.


“Stop that,” Rose said.


“Go on down, then,” Luke told him. “I’ll be down directly.”


“Me too,” Rose said.


“Why don’t you come now?” Thomas said from the doorway.




“We will, honey,” Rose said. “You go on now. Give that Joseph a nice clean bath towel.”


Thomas nodded, cast a final envious look at Luke, and disappeared.


“Be nice to your brother,” Rose said.


“He’s bothersome,” Luke said.


“You get older, he’s going to need you to look out for him.”


“He can look out for himself.”


“Might be he can’t. Might be up to you.”


“Why?” Luke said.


“Just the way it is,” Rose said. “You’ll do it, too. I know you will.”


She leaned, picked up the bottle by the neck. Bininger’s Old Kentucky Bourbon. She looked down and found the tumbler.


“You shouldn’t,” Luke said.


“I know,” Rose said.


“Father’ll smell it on you.”


“I’ve got something for that,” she said.


Luke stood up. Rose placed the bottle on the chair between her thighs and uncorked it. She placed the cork on the windowsill and picked up the tumbler and bottle and poured herself an inch of whiskey. Luke stood there watching her. Her hands were almond-shaped, nails tinted red, delicate veins trickling down to smooth delicate knuckles. She capped the bottle and set it on the floor.


“What did he do to get those whippings?” she said.


“He kept running away.”


“Imagine that. They whip them for wanting to live free. Just free, that’s all.” She tilted the glass up, took a swallow, made a face.


“Rosie,” Luke said.


She looked up at him. Sad.


“You aren’t going to leave us, are you?” he said.


“Why do you ask, child?”


“I don’t know,” Luke said.


“Where would I go?” she said.


 


Massa done sell my wife off to Texas, then done sell me to Mr. Lemuel Barfield. Got five hundred dollars for her. Got eight hundred for me. They make a whole heap of money sellin they niggers. My wife down in Texas, I ain’t see her no more, and that’s how come I run. I run three times fore I gets on that boat. Patrols catched me every time but that one. Massa say I crazy. He say it must be I likes gettin whupped.


 


The stable crouched behind the house to the right, unpainted, with a shed roof and a pair of sliding doors along its taller side. Next to it, directly behind the house and running some distance back to the edge of the property, was Rose’s flower garden, her beds of phlox and sunflowers and tea roses and hollyhocks as tall as Luke or taller on their rigid stalks. The well stood nearby, opposite the barn, and in the early summer mornings you would hear its slow whir and squeak and after a moment a leafy splash as Rose hurled the bucket of water on the garden. Bucket after bucket in dry weather.


Luke had brought a lighted lantern and he stood a moment with the lantern held down at his side, breathing deeply of the night air, which brought the scent of honeysuckle from beyond the unpainted picket fence at the back of the property. The moon now had fallen below the tree line. He could hear the ocean on the north shore, its long sigh as it fell and moved up the beach, its inbreath as it retreated. He wondered why you could hear it at night but not in the daytime, where the trick of that resided. He wondered why, a mile uphill from the water and out of sight of it, you could hear a steamer’s engine, its deep throb and hum, more loudly than if you were standing on the beach with the ship not half a mile away.


He gripped the iron ring and heaved the right-side barn door back on its roller. Nancy snorted a greeting from the pitch dark of her stall. The stable air was thick and dry. There was Nancy’s rich horse smell and the not unpleasant smell of her dung. There was the warm dry fragrance of the baled hay. Luke took in these smells as he had the honeysuckle and wondered when he’d ever felt so grown-up and alive.


He set the lantern down on a barrel and took the bridle down from its peg. Nancy stamped, nickered. She was accustomed to going out at all hours and unsurprised to see Luke. He opened the stall door and got in with her. He stroked her back and held the bridle for her to smell.




“What did you do to Thomas?” he said. “Did you bite him, Nance? Did you bite that little sonofabitch?”


He slid the reins over her head and offered her the bit and she took it and he bridled her. He led her from the stall to the adjacent bay where the carryall waited and backed her between its two poles and told her to stay there. He retrieved the lantern and set it on the floor and pulled the heavy clinking harness off its rack. He threw it over her neck and back, and as he harnessed her he thought, for the first time, about what they were doing. They were breaking the law and he had not considered that, had not viewed it in that light. But they were, all of them, and now they were part of something, and Luke understood what it was to take a stand. To say to the world: No.


He led Nancy out of the barn and down the short wheel-carved drive with the yellow lantern light moving, swaying, ahead of him. The carryall creaked and rattled. He turned the mare onto William Street, the carryall swinging out wide, and stopped her at the gate and extinguished the lantern. The front door opened and his father came down the porch steps. He wore his black felt hat and had put on a silk vest and collar. He carried his frock coat over his arm and his black bag in the other hand. He placed the bag on the wagon bed and hauled himself to the driver’s seat. Luke handed him the reins. The doctor swiveled around, looked up and down the street, then beckoned to the house. The door opened and Joseph emerged, with Peleg Davenport behind him. Joseph in a pair of Luke’s too large cotton trousers belted above his waist, a too large red-and-white-checked shirt with the sleeves rolled. A paper sack in his hand, food put up by Rose. Peleg coatless, in his cloth cap.


“I’ll take the light,” Chandler said, and Luke passed him the dark lantern.


“If I knowed it was a island,” Joseph said, “I find me another boat.”


“Hurry up,” Chandler said. “Nothing that fool Lambert would like better than to apprehend a runaway slave.” Lambert was the constable. A drunken fool.


“You say these Injuns friendly,” Joseph said.


“Of course,” the doctor said.


“Injuns in Georgia ain’t friendlies,” Joseph said. “Nigger or white, don’t make a bit a difference.”




“They’re friendly here,” Luke said.


“They ain’t got a choice,” Peleg said.


“Hurry,” the doctor said. “Cover him, Luke.”


Joseph climbed into the back of the carryall with his paper sack and lay down on his side.


“Good luck,” Luke said to him.


“Bless you, chile.”


The tarpaulin was folded under the driver’s seat. Luke shook it out and threw it over Joseph.


“Sit in back, sir?” Peleg said.


“Up here,” the doctor said.


Peleg pulled himself up beside him. “Good-bye, Luke,” he said.


“Good-bye, Peleg.”


“Be seein you.”


“I hope so,” Luke said.


Dr. Chandler shook the reins and Nancy nodded and set off at a brisk walk, the carryall rattling louder under its load. Luke watched it roll away in the gray shadowy night with the darkened houses on either side, his father sitting hunched and gnomelike beside Peleg. The road bent and they disappeared, audible still, creak and rattle and the muted thump of hooves, dying away as Luke turned and saw Rose and Thomas side by side on the front porch, Rose with her arm around him.


“Rose says you and I are men now,” Thomas said.


“One of us, maybe,” Luke said, and looked to the southern sky. It was a molten gray now, the stars shining feebly. Luke looked to it and as if in answer a snake’s tongue of dry lightning darted and vanished, darted again. The South, Luke thought. The South. Where somewhere the man Brown was said to be storing weapons for an insurrection he would lead. A story was being written, and they were part of it now.


“Rose says both of us,” Thomas said.


Luke smiled. He went in through the gate and shut it behind him.


“Think I’ll fix breakfast,” Rose said, unhooking her arm from around Thomas’s waist. “Anybody interested?”


“It’s not morning yet,” Thomas said.


“Almost is. Got fresh eggs. Got ham.”


“Will you make biscuits, Rosie?” Thomas said.




“I might.”


They went into the house, Thomas, then Rose, and as she stepped up onto the threshold Luke touched her elbow, whether to guide her forward as he’d seen gentlemen do with ladies or to draw her attention to himself, he could not have said. Rose turned quickly and met his eye, as surprised as he was, and Luke could only look away, wondering at himself.


 


Peleg Davenport, sitting silent beside the doctor, the Negro invisible under the tarpaulin, thought only of Rose. Damn if she ain’t a looker, he thought. Damn if she ain’t as pretty as a white girl. The doctor shook the reins and the horse sped up, trotted, hooves rhythmic on the solid dirt. They were leaving the village, climbing the gentle rise of Manter Hill.


“A mile or so,” the doctor said over his shoulder, “and you can come up out of there.”


“I hears you,” came Joseph’s muffled voice beneath the oilcloth.


“Tell me where you’ll get down,” the doctor said to Peleg.


“Yes sir. It ain’t but a small piece from here.”


Damn if she ain’t, he thought.

















PART I


Gather from the Plain
















ONE






The land had been cleared by loggers on both sides of the river and what the loggers hadn’t cut down the two armies had, leaving only the occasional tree or grove for shade. The ground was generally low along the river and in some places the river not more than five rods across, and in the evenings the pickets would come out and converse back and forth over the water. There’d been little shooting since Chancellorsville; orders to the picket details forbade firing unless fired upon, and with the river between them the men saw no point in driving one another to cover, let alone giving or taking casualties. The generals didn’t like the fraternizing, but the field officers and sergeants didn’t much care. No one doubted that the men would fight when the time came again.


The Union pickets came down from the heights in details of seven from each company, a sergeant or corporal and six privates. You were responsible for a mile of river and the men took turns walking the beat, two at a time, while the rest of the detail sought the shade of a willow oak, locust, or catalpa, and played cards or checkers or wrote letters or just talked. The days, eventless and reiterative under the fierce Virginia sun, dragged by slowly. The river flowed right to left, muddy, opaque, sliding noiselessly around crags of iron-gray stone. Lord it was hot.


At night the river found its voice and seemed to quicken. Now you could hear its swirl and rustle, hear the sudden splash of a fish jumping. Cool vapors rose from it, but so did the mosquitoes, and the men slapped their necks and ears and cursed them.


Damn bugs’re as big as crows, they said.


Secesh bugs, they said.




Rebel bugs.


They’re big as alligators.


Where’d you ever see a alligator?


They’re big as seagulls, Elisha Smith said, and thought of the gulls wheeling over Lagoon Pond, and heard their tattered shrieks, wind-borne above the dark blue water. When they’d left the Vineyard—Elisha, Peleg Davenport, Bart Crowell—gulls had followed the steamer, coasting alongside her roofed deck, hovering just out from the rail, expecting or at least hoping someone would offer a scrap of bread or cold cut, reaching out for the gull to pluck it from their fingers, a trick these gulls had mastered following the side-wheelers back and forth from New Bedford. Elisha and Peleg and Bart were in their Sunday clothes, nice shirts and checked and striped trousers and polished boots, worn this day for the last time. Lieutenant Macy stood at the rail at a distance from them, dourly eyeing the birds.


A crowd had come to Union Wharf to see them off and a fat woman named Mrs. West, who taught the piano and whom Elisha had known only by reputation, had given them twenty dollars, paper notes, donated by the citizens of Holmes Hole and Edgartown, to be divided among the three of them. Elisha’s family was at the front of the crowd. Mother, Father, Sarah, Katie, Georgie, Tommy. This Mrs. West had waddled halfway up the gangway of the Canonicus and turned and summoned the boys up to present the money. Then she unfolded a piece of paper and made a speech, the crowd pressing around, shading their eyes against the morning sun, bonneted women, men in straw boaters. We will follow you in our hearts and with our prayers, she said, reading from her paper, her voice surprisingly sonorous, musical. You are to go forth to the conflict to strike for our noble cause, the great cause of human freedom. My young friends, the eagle of American liberty from her mountain aerie swoops down on spreading pinions and goes perched on your shoulders.


Lieutenant Macy watched the gulls for a while, and the wooded shore of West Chop sliding by to port, then moved closer to them by the rail, the four of them leaning on their elbows looking out. The wind blew smartly, the golden smoky southwester, riffling the steel-blue water and putting a coppery sheen on the world.


What’s the matter with this goddamn island? Macy said. I signed thirty recruits on Nantucket, did you know that?




Maybe, Peleg said, it was on account of they know you over there.


Maybe sir, Macy said.


Sir, Peleg said.


He was the oldest of the three, twenty-three or-four now, Elisha and Bart but sixteen. Peleg naturally spoke for them. The twenty dollars were in his pocket.


No, Macy said, it’s because they don’t listen to shit like what was being spoken back there. The eagle of liberty and so on. This war, boys, is being fought for one reason: to put the country back together again. To make it whole. You’re going to hear some talk in the regiment about abolitionism and slavery and so forth, and I want you to stay clear of it. Hallowell and Holmes and Putnam and those fellows.


Who, sir? Peleg asked.


Macy looked at him. Some of our officers. Freethinkers, utopians. They’d free every nigger if they could. Me, I wouldn’t give a nickel to free a slave, and I hope you wouldn’t either.


Peleg and Elisha and Bart Crowell looked at one another. Peleg, looking away from Macy, smirked, made a face. The engine rumbled far below and they could hear the flag snapping and the great wet sweep of the wheels.


Sir, Peleg said, why not?


Why not what?


Why wouldn’t you give a nickel to free a slave?


Your name again? Macy said.


Davenport, sir.


Davenport. Well, Davenport, this is just the kind of thinking I’m trying to eliminate in the regiment. This idea that we’re fighting to free the slaves. Because when the shooting commences, what white man is going to risk his life to free a nigger?


The question was rhetorical, or so the boys thought. A silence followed it, during which they gazed through the smoky southwester, a hint of autumn in its textured coppery light, to the woods-shrouded slope of the Chop. They’d enlisted for three years, but no one expected the war to last that long. Lieutenant Macy doubted it himself, in spite of what had happened at Bull Run.


You boys enjoy the sail, Macy said, and went below.


Think he’s right? Bart Crowell said.




About what? said Elisha.


About the nigger question.


I hear they treat em awful bad, Elisha said. You said it yourself, Peleg.


I seen it, Peleg said. Charleston, Savannah. Niggers in chains. And that runaway I helped, stowed away on the Lizzie Freeman that time. Been whipped real awful. His back had been laid right open. Not just once, either.


You never got in trouble for that, did you, Bart said.


Time it got around, I was to sea again. And there warn’t no one gonna arrest Dr. Chandler. I’m glad I done it, too.


I’d free em, Elisha said.


You want em living alongside of you? Bart said.


Some I would, Elisha said.


We got to win the war first, Peleg said, then have this argument.


The boys thought this over.


Lieutenant’s a mean sonofabitch, ain’t he, Peleg said.


It was one thing they all agreed on.


 


Hey, Yank.


Hey yerself, Reb.


The two rebels stood on the opposite bank, wool uniforms colorless in the lilac-gray dusk. One wore a thick dark beard. They were lean, like most Rebs. They had put down their guns. The Union trio, Elisha and McNamara and a new man named Wells, put down theirs. They’d heard the Rebs talking and had come over from their outpost, which was back from the river a long stone’s throw. They’d left all their gear, their accouterments, which was against regulations.


Y’all want to trade for some tobacca? the Rebel said.


Might.


Got any coffee?


Sure we got coffee. We got fresh beef, we got bacon. We got soft bread. Joe Hooker feeds us good.


Don’t nobody feed us, the Reb said.


That’s what I heard, McNamara said. Heard you Rebs eat your own shit.




The Rebels looked at each other and shook their heads patiently, forbearingly. As if they expected as much from a Yankee.


How long y’all been in service?


Since Ball’s Bluff, McNamara said.


Oh Lord, the Reb said. You had fun at that one, didn’t you?


I had fun with your wife, McNamara said.


The Rebs both spat a laugh. Dumb-ass Yankee, said one.


Was you at Fredericksburg? said the other.


All of em, McNamara said.


Bet you’d like to go home, the Reb said.


Bet you would too.


Nah, we havin fun over here. Fun whippin you Yankee boys.


Elisha cleared his throat and sent his high thin voice across. You ain’t whipped us yet.


The Rebs peered at him. You a young-un, ain’t you.


I been in all them battles, Elisha said.


The Reb slapped a mosquito on his ear. What regiment ya’ll belong to?


McNamara spoke quietly. Don’t tell him.


Why not? Wells said.


Because I tell you, McNamara said.


We’re Twentieth Massachusetts, Wells said. Company I.


Massachusetts, the Reb said. Well, goddamn.


So what? Wells said.


We have heard a good deal about you Massachusetts boys.


Yes sir, we’ve heard right smart about you, said the other Reb.


Like what? Wells said.


Shut up, will you? McNamara said softly.


The Reb said, Do you all got nigger wives or is it just some a you?


That’s why, McNamara said.


What niggers command your brigade?


Shove it up your ass, Reb, Wells said.


Tell me: Have the niggers improved the Yankee breed any?


McNamara held his tongue. He had no use for Negroes himself and when drunk would run them down in the foulest language, not caring who heard him. Elisha didn’t know yet how James Wells felt about them.


What about that tobacco? McNamara said.




Got four hands of Niggerhead, the Reb said. I can send her over, you send us back some good coffee. Roasted, not green.


And newspapers, said the other Reb. If you got any.


We don’t, McNamara said.


Yeah we do, Elisha said. We got a Frank Leslie’s.


Send it over, the Reb said.


The little trading rafts were made from broken pieces of wood, planking and two-by-four, from the wrecked houses of Fredericksburg. Toy rafts, with their decks riding high and dry, rigged with sails and sometimes even rudders. Extremely clever for hayseeds who talked so lazy and crude. Or they would hollow out a three-foot log and attach an outrigger. They’d wrap the tobacco in a piece of oilcloth and weight it down with a stone. They’d give her a good shove and she’d drift out and the current would catch hold of her and you’d have to go downstream and wade in and grab her. It worked just as well in either direction.


Elisha, McNamara said, run get some coffee. All what you got in your bread bag.


What I got?


I’m a little short.


You’re the one wants the tobacco.


Go on, fore they change their mind, McNamara said.


It was darker now, the heights rearing up steep in front of him as Elisha went back for the coffee. The mosquitoes went with him, whining before they landed and bit. Big as seagulls. The cookfire had burned down and Joe Merriman and Sergeant Cate had lit a candle and were seated on the ground, on their gum blankets, playing twenty-one by its light.


You boys fixin to marry those Rebs? Cate said.


Just tradin, Elisha said. Where’s that Frank Leslie’s Illustrated at?


McNamara had it, Merriman said.


Elisha found it in McNamara’s knapsack. He opened his own haversack and dug out his coffee, a good couple of pounds, in a cloth bag. He considered taking McNamara’s coffee but decided he’d better not.


Tell McNamara to find himself a whore if he’s so lonely, Cate said.


He’s lonely for some tobacco, Elisha said.


A whore would do him better, Merriman said.


He don’t care for em, Elisha said.




The lightning bugs were out now, drifting and flashing over the matted trampled field all the way to the river and out over it. The lightning bugs, too, reminded Elisha of home, how they would swarm, at candle lighting, over the field running down to the lagoon, he and Georgie running barefoot to catch them, slashing through the tall grass, the white-green flashes myriad and ubiquitous in the darkness. Elisha had not been home since they’d left the island with Lieutenant Macy and had stopped thinking about returning except as a distant event, a full year away, that had no immediate relevance or meaning. Only Bart had gotten home again, minus his right leg, which he’d lost during the Seven Days. Peleg had been killed in the futile charge up Marye’s Heights where so many were slaughtered and was buried just this side of the river. Elisha had been wounded at Antietam, the minnie ball entering his thigh and out again without touching bone, and they’d sent him to the hospital in Washington, D.C. He’d enjoyed a fine long rest and healed up just fine. He knew he’d been lucky and figured the next ball would kill him and wondered what the odds were of getting hit twice in one war. Small, he decided. He’d survived Fredericksburg without a scratch.


McNamara now stood alone on the riverbank, Wells having gone downstream to intercept the raft the Rebels had sent over. McNamara looming tall and broad-shouldered in the gloom, with the lightning bugs winking here, there, out over the whispering river.


You gonna share coffee with me tomorrow? Elisha said, handing him the cloth bag.


Depends what I got, McNamara said.


I ain’t got any, Elisha said.


The two Rebs had sat down, cross-legged, on the dry mudflat at the water’s edge. Dark, lumpy shapes in the gathering night. Without their guns they looked forbidding anyway, something wild about them, ungovernable except by their officers. Even up against their youngest boys Elisha felt young by comparison.


You got coffee, he said. You got lots.


How would you know? McNamara said.


I looked.


You stay out of my bread bag, you don’t want to feel the wrath of God.


You gonna share with me?




If you shut up I might.


Some weeks later a fight broke out downriver below Fredericksburg. It began in the morning and all day you could hear the sharpshooters potting away at each other from their hillside perches. Now and then a cannon would erupt, its percussive echo scouring the hills and then, almost simultaneous, the savage iron-flinging burst of the shell. After that the river truce became more tentative, more brittle, and the trading slowed and after a while ceased altogether.


 


George Macy, now a lieutenant colonel, brought the eleven fresh recruits south to the regiment in the final days of the unofficial truce along the Rappahannock. Thin-lipped, jut-jawed, humorless, Macy was the Twentieth’s ablest recruiter for reasons no one could quite understand, and when his mother became ill in the days after Chancellorsville the regimental commander furloughed him home, hoping he’d bring some more of his Nantucket Islanders back to Virginia with him.


His mother had improved by the time Macy arrived. She was out of bed, in fact, causing him to wonder if his father’s urgent letter hadn’t been exaggerated. He lingered just long enough to pick up five recruits, gave them a date on which to meet him in New Bedford, and took sail for the Vineyard, where the towns were paying bounties in order to fill their quotas. The bounties were so high that volunteers were coming over from the mainland to enlist, and Macy wanted to get hold of a few before recruiters in Boston or New Bedford did. He stopped this time in Holmes Hole, took a room at the Mansion House, and hired a man to run an item over to Edgartown to Mr. Marchant, the editor of the Vineyard Gazette, with instructions to print it on the front page. TO ARMS! TO ARMS! it began, and went on, more quietly, to announce that Lieutenant Colonel George Macy of the Twentieth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry Regiment, Army of the Potomac, would be enrolling three-year men mornings from nine to noon at the Mansion House. COME ONE, COME ALL! it concluded. GOD AND YOUR COUNTRY CALL! The results were meager enough: six recruits in three days, all but two from off-island. One had come from Dorchester, two from Cape Cod, and one from Tiverton, Rhode Island.




The two Vineyard boys were brothers, two years apart in age, for a guess. The younger one claimed to be eighteen, a transparent lie, but Macy took him anyway, marking him down as such. He was a tall reedy lad with delicate bones, not at all stupid but overly blithe, fey, a bit of a molly by the look of him. He would make a poor soldier but the Twentieth was down close to two hundred and could no longer be choosy. The older brother was a hard case, or had the illusion that he was. He said he was nineteen—another lie, to accord with his brother’s fictitious eighteen—and Macy so marked him. He looked Macy in the eye and didn’t blink when Macy told them—across his table in the sunny carpeted lobby with a sea breeze playing through, a couple of men lounging at the desk looking on—that the regiment was called the Bloody Twentieth and all the reasons why, beginning with Ball’s Bluff. The younger brother smiled absently as Macy talked, words like Yorktown and Antietam and casualties no more real to him than if they’d come out of a storybook, a fairy tale. The other simply listened, unmoved, as if he knew it all already. He was no taller than his brother but packed solid in the shoulders, with sturdy legs that would be up to some marching. A man at eighteen. Macy pushed the recruitment certificates across the table and they signed. Luke Chandler, Thomas Chandler. Macy shook their hands.


“You’re joining the best regiment in the best army in the world,” he said. “I congratulate you.”


“Thank you,” Thomas Chandler said.


“Thank you sir,” said Colonel Macy.


He gave them a week, and in early June, officer and recruits met in New Bedford and embarked on a steamer for the overnight boat ride to New York City. At New York they boarded a steamer at the Battery and crossed to Perth Amboy, New Jersey. At Perth Amboy they got on a train and rode it to Washington, where Macy, out of his own pocket, engaged rooms at a cheap hotel on E Street near the Executive Mansion, the boys sleeping two to a bed.


The brothers were given their own tiny room under the eaves on the third floor. So far they had not mingled easily with the others. Macy supposed it was their education, which showed on them like a high gloss, that set them apart, making the brothers self-conscious and the others distrustful in the way laborers and the semiliterate distrust erudition. The mainlanders could see the molly in the younger brother, Thomas, and their manner toward him was condescending, amused, as if he were an overgrown child. It stopped short of overt ridicule because of the older brother, whose reticence and inscrutability kept you guessing. Could he use those big shoulders and his fists? The mainland boys, plenty tough themselves, had no inclination to find out. Besides, the younger boy gave no offense. Where his brother held himself back, he was friendly.


The brothers were abolitionists, as Macy had suspected. He discovered it on the last night of their journey, in his hotel room, where the older one came knocking on his door at ten P.M. Macy was sitting up, reading. He said enter and Luke Chandler stepped in from the gaslit hallway and came to the middle of the small square room and stood with his arms folded and his gaze downcast, frowning, working out what he was about to say. He wore a white shirt and collar and cravat, looking every inch the young gentleman, more appropriate to the Willard than to this fleabag. The brothers had finer clothes than the others, that was another thing


“It’s rather late,” Macy said. He’d been reading a worn back issue of Harper’s New Monthly, which he now closed and set on the table by his oil lamp.


“I was wishing to speak to you about my brother, sir,” Chandler said.


Macy said nothing. Waited.


“It wasn’t my idea he enlist. I tried to talk him out of it. We all did.”


“He’s of sound mind,” Macy said. “And has as much right as anybody to fight for his country.”


“He doesn’t know what he’s in for,” Chandler said.


“And you do.”


“I’ll stand up to it, is the point,” Chandler said.


“You’re certain of that,” Macy said, surprising himself. Ordinarily you’d want to encourage such optimism.


“Yes sir.”


“In ’sixty-one,” Macy said, “all the boys who came in thought that way. The country’s learned a thing or two in the meantime.”


“I only meant that I expect to do my duty. I would have thought you’d be glad, sir.”


“I am glad, Chandler. I’m very glad.”




“Can we get back to Thomas?” Chandler said.


Macy sighed. “He will not get preferential treatment. There are a hundred thousand men in this army.”


“Just one thought, sir, if I may.”


Again Macy sighed. “What.”


“I don’t know how it works,” Chandler said, “but if I can march with him. Fight beside him. I need to look out for him, you see.”


“No,” Macy said, “I don’t see. You’re a soldier, not a nanny, Chandler.”


Chandler was silent, looking somberly out the window. The room was on the second story, and downstreet was the President’s House. A soft light showed in a tall window here and there. Macy looked down and pictured Old Abe, who was said to be an insomniac, prowling the dark corridors and big shadowy rooms. Pondering the fix he’d gotten himself and his country into. A president beloved of niggers, Macy had concluded, and of no one else. Not even the abolitionists were for him.


“Please,” Chandler said.


He didn’t seem to have noticed that Macy had not asked him to sit down. He stood as he had before, arms folded, body swayed slightly sideways. Next time he would stand at attention.


“In battle,” Macy said, “the stupidest thing you can do is be solicitous of the man next to you. Get yourself killed that way. We tell everybody, if your comrades fall, ignore them. That’s what the stretcher bearers are for. The best way to protect them is to press on. Load and fire.”


Chandler said nothing and did not look at Macy. More of that maddening unimpressionability.


“We’ll shoot a man who runs,” Macy said.


“He won’t run if he’s with me,” Luke said.


“Oh Christ,” Macy said, “let’s go to bed, shall we? I have you both marked down for Company I. We line up with the tallest on the right, descending to the shortest at the other end. You and your brother look the same in height. Counting off, you’d be beside him or in the rank behind. In a line of battle you’d be next to him or one man away. You might even be his file partner.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“It’s the way we do it, Chandler. Both armies. You could have saved yourself the trouble.”




“It wasn’t any trouble,” Chandler said.


Macy watched him turn and move to the door, which seemed too small for him, as if the room had been constructed for a child.


“Chandler,” he said.


“Sir?”


“Why’d you boys enlist? It couldn’t have been for the bounty.”


“It wasn’t.”


“Not to free the darkies, I hope.”


Luke didn’t answer him.


“That’s it, isn’t it?” Macy said. “Abolitionists. I thought they knew better than that on the Vineyard.”


“No sir, they don’t.”


This sounded like impudence but not provable as such.


“Of course,” Macy said, “they don’t fight for their country either. They’re slackers when it comes to that.”


“Yes sir.”


“There’s a Vineyard boy in Company I,” Macy said.


“Elisha Smith,” Luke said.


“He’s a good boy. A good soldier. I don’t want you filling his head with any shit about the niggers.”


“I didn’t come here for that,” Luke said.


“No. You came to free the slaves.”


“What did you come for, sir?”


Macy looked at him awhile. Eyes a pale cold blue. “Disunion is the enemy,” he said. “Disunion is treason. What they do with their niggers is their business.” He smiled a thin smile. “There’s some among the boys’ll have a thing or two to say about your abolitionism,” he said. “Try it on them and you’ll learn a thing or two.”


“I already have learned a thing or two,” Luke said.


Macy looked at him, sharp. “Meaning what?” he said.


“Just what it says.”


Macy nodded. “Dismissed,” he said.


“Yes sir,” Luke said, and let himself out into the ill-lit and airless hallway.


 




“Where’d you go?” Thomas asked him.


“Nowhere,” Luke said.


“You can’t go nowhere,” Thomas said, “only somewhere.”


They lay in bed in the pitch dark under the sloping ceiling with their backs to each other and a cotton blanket stretched taut over Luke’s left and Thomas’s right shoulder. The window was open and a mosquito whined somewhere overhead. The night air, city air, was moist, greasy, vaguely odorous of garbage and manure.


“I went down to the lobby,” Luke said.


“What for?”


“Go to sleep.”


“What for?”


“To see what I could see. Go to sleep.”


“It was a good supper, wasn’t it?”


“It was all right.”


“What do you think of Washington?”


“Not much.”


“Me either. Except for the government buildings. Boston’s much finer. Remember when we went to Boston?”


“Will you please go the hell to sleep?”


“Those fellows curse a lot, don’t they.”


“I’m going to curse, you don’t go to sleep.”


“Good night, Luke.”


“Good night,” Luke said.














TWO






It was the lushest country they had ever seen, but the war had visited destruction everywhere. They saw almost no livestock. Brick mansions stood empty with their windows broken out, outbuildings burned to the ground. Trees had been cut down everywhere you looked, the stumps ax-hewn and gnawed-looking and overrun with brambles or newgrowth scrub. Here and there a brick chimney stood against the sky out of a heap of blackened timbers. They saw few people and most of them were Negroes, inhabitants of log and weathered clapboard houses with garden plots close by, the women wearing colorful turbans and dresses of faded cotton and staring at them, quiet and curious, as they went by.


They had come down the Potomac and up Aquia Creek on one of General Hooker’s supply steamers. The army had laid a rail line from Aquia Landing to the camp at Falmouth, and after some hours of waiting the boys climbed into a couple of loaded boxcars and sat in the open doors with their legs dangling for the leisurely twenty-mile ride south.


The Twentieth Massachusetts was encamped in and about the town itself. The boys rode a freight wagon from the depot, sitting atop and amongst wooden crates of produce and barrels of flour and molasses. The teamster was a Negro, a large man and very dark, in a wide-brimmed straw hat and faded gray homespun. He drove in silence and did not look back at the white boys riding behind him. The big wagon behind its team of six mules lumbered down out of the hills and onto the lower ground where the camp began, spread on either side of the road into town, a sprawl of tents, jerry-built plank shacks, huddled canvas-arched wagons, staked mules and horses. Smoke rising here and there. Tree stumps everywhere. A rank smell overhung it all; of manure and woodsmoke and, more faintly, human waste. Some patches of scrub and weeds, the ground otherwise featureless but for hoofprints and wagon ruts, its vegetation trampled out of existence.


It was late afternoon; the companies had been dismissed, and the men moved lazily about or sat, coatless, on hardtack boxes or plundered chairs. The near ones eyed the wagon as it passed, studying the new boys in their city clothes. A young soldier, coming toward them up a company street reading a letter as he walked, glanced at the wagon, saw Luke and Thomas, and stopped in his tracks.


“If I ain’t a sonofabitch,” he said.


He wore his forage cap, but his shirt was open at the neck and he wore no sack coat, like most of the men at this hour. He had flax-yellow hair and a very fine, almost white, mustache. He was tall and thin but it was a ramrod thinness, bone-hard and unfragile.


“Luke Chandler,” he said.


The wagon had gone on by and Elisha stuffed the letter inside his shirt and followed at an easy, pigeon-toed trot. The wagon rattled into town on a corduroyed road past wood and brick buildings, fenced lots, an occasional surviving shade tree, and stopped in front of a tall redbrick house with a steep slate roof and a chimney at either end. A sign in dripping white paint, COMMISSARY, was nailed over the door. The building next door, also redbrick but with a front gallery, was the regimental hospital. The Negro fastened the reins and got down, and so did the eleven boys, carrying their valises. The Negro pointed the boys to the hospital and went himself into the commissary. Elisha Smith caught up, rosy from his jog.


“What the hell you doin here?” he said, grinning.


Luke and Thomas looked at each other and then again at Elisha.


“Elisha?” Luke said.


“Course it is,” Elisha said. “What’s wrong with you?”


“Why, you look all grown up,” Thomas said. “You’re tall as me now.” He was more sinewy, too, but that wasn’t all of it. There was the mustache, and a narrowing of the eyes.


“It don’t take long,” Elisha said, “not down here.”


Luke proffered his hand and Elisha shook it. He shook hands with Thomas. The other recruits stood apart from them, watching. The Negro came out of the commissary with two soldiers and the three of them began unloading the wagon, lugging the boxes inside, the Negro carrying two at a time stacked against his chest, the soldiers one.


“Macy must of brung you,” Elisha said. “Same sonofabitch what brung me.”


Thomas looked at Luke, surprised to hear Elisha talk so.


“Me and Bart and poor ol Peleg,” Elisha said. “You seen Bart on the island?”


“Father looked after his leg when he came home. It was troublesome for a while. Leaking and hurting him. Heard you were wounded yourself.”


“Antietam,” Elisha said. “Took one in the leg. Wasn’t but a scratch. What company you in?”


“Your company. I.”


“I thought so. They put all the island boys in I. Vineyard and Nantucket both. You been up to Head of the Pond of late?”


“I went with Rose a couple times this spring,” Luke said. “Bought eggs, some spring vegetables.”


“Rose,” Elisha said. “She still with you?”


“Why wouldn’t she be?”


“Still make that upside-down cake?” Elisha said.


“Sure. Apple cobbler. Indian pudding.”


“And that bread pudding,” Elisha said.


The men came out of the commissary. “We could use some help here,” one of them said.


“They got to take their examination,” Elisha said. “Anyways, they ain’t in the army yet.”


“Enjoy it while you can, you lazy sonsabitches,” said the soldier.


Elisha seemed not to hear him. An officer came out of the hospital. Elisha rose to attention and touched his forehead. “Where’s Dr. Perry at, sir?” he said. “Got some new boys here.”


The officer paused at the edge of the gallery and looked down the street. “I don’t know,” he said, and went down the steps and down the street toward the river.


“Let’s us sit down,” Elisha said. “Might be you got to wait awhile.”




They sat down on the gallery steps, in the warm shade. The others drifted up past them and sat or stood behind them. One of the Nantucketers, an older fellow named Riggs, asked Elisha where he might take a piss, and Elisha told him around back of the building. He said the sink, if he needed it, would be farther down, toward the trees. Several sauntered around the house to relieve themselves. The rest sat down with their backs against the wall and listened to Elisha and the Chandlers talk.


“First thing,” Elisha said, “the surgeon’ll examine you. Then Macy swears you in, then you go to the quartermaster, draw your gear. Tomorrow they’ll drill the hell out of you. Teach you the formations, manual of arms, all that.”


“Is it difficult?”


“It ain’t if you know left from right. Some boys don’t, you know. Instructor’ll tie a piece of hay to their left foot, piece of straw to their right. Hay foot, straw foot, stead of left right. If them boys can learn, you can.”


Riggs and the others had come back from pissing. They sat down against the wall.


“When’s the fightin start?” one of them said.


Elisha glanced at him over his shoulder. “Soon enough to suit you, I bet. The cavalry was upriver a couple days ago, got in a big fight with Jeb Stuart. They come back and said Lee’s whole army is movin out. We’ll go after em, and one day all hell’ll break loose.”


They sat awhile, Elisha long-backed, bony, long wrists hanging off his knees. Muslin shirt yellow with wear and age, sky-blue pants with the dark blue infantry stripe down the legs. Square-toed leather brogans, cracked and heelworn.


“Our company commander’s a regular sonofabitch,” he said. “Name of Paine. One a them Harvard College boys. Likes to throw fellows in the guardhouse, hang em up by their thumbs. Mean as cat piss.”


“You got a lot to say, ain’t you?” said one of the men behind them, the fellow from Rhode Island. His name was Delaney and he had orange hair and blue eyes so pale they looked bleached.


Elisha twisted around and eyed him a moment. He spat past his shoulder into the dust by his feet. “You will too, you been here awhile.”


The men had finished unloading the supply wagon. The Negro climbed up onto his seat, picked up his whip, shook the reins, and swung the team in a wide circle and away down the street. The mules had shat while they waited, and flies were gathering. On the blue cloudless sky a hawk circled, coasting.


“How many battles you been in?” Delaney said.


“A smart of em,” Elisha said.


Thomas, turning to look at Delaney, said, “He was wounded at the Battle of Antietam.”


“I’d say he has a right to talk,” one of the Nantucketers said.


“Never said he didn’t,” Delaney said.


Elisha nodded, spat again. “You two’ll be in our mess, a course,” he said. “And, hell, you might as well tent with me and my friend Mac till we break camp. You boys’ll get shelter halfs—dogtents, we call em—what you button together to make one, but for now we got a wedge, sleeps four comfortable, and there ain’t but us two in it. Ain’t neither of us got graybacks, by the way. Not at the moment.”


“What’s graybacks?” Delaney said.


“Lice,” Elisha said. “Hope you ain’t allergic.”


“Well I am,” Delaney said.


“I won’t stand for them,” Luke said.


“They ain’t so bad,” Elisha said. “You’ll see.”


“Lice,” Luke said. “By God.”


Thomas let a few moments pass. “We sure were sorry about Peleg,” he said.


“He talked about you boys,” Elisha said. “He never did forget the night you helped that runaway.”


 


I wronged him, she said, when the news came. Sitting in the dark by the low fire wrapped in a wool shawl with the bottle at her feet.


You didn’t know he’d be killed, Luke said. They spoke very softly, so as not to wake Thomas.


When he came back I was going to say something to him. Make it right.


Luke sat down on the floor close to the fire.


You had nothing to make right, he said. You know what he said? He said it was a grand night, all the way around.




She was quiet awhile. It was January, cold, and she sat huddled in her shawl, gazing sad and lovely and perhaps slightly drunk into the fire. He would hear her get out of bed, unable to sleep, waking as if he listened for her in his sleep, had learned to do that, and would get up without waking Thomas and pull on some clothes and creep out and tap on her door. It was then that she opened up to him, about her life in the orphanage and her vanished parents and the burden of living colored in a white world.


How’d he die? she said. Did it say?


Gunshot, I guess. It said he died instantly.


They always say that, she said.


 


“He come out against slavery,” Elisha said. “Surprised some people.”


“I got a speech from Captain Macy,” Luke said. “Said I best never mind about slavery.”


“We all get that one,” Elisha said, “specially now. Was a lot of abolitionists amongst the officers could offset Macy, but most all of em been wounded. Captain Babo. Lieutenant Putnam lost a arm at Ball’s Bluff. Hallowell and Holmes got shot bad at Antietam. Like the Rebs could pick em out.”


Two riders came up the street from the direction of the river, an officer on a horse and behind him a Negro on a mule, hooves loud in the quiet. The officer wore a kepi and frock coat with a double row of brass buttons.


“Get up, boys,” Elisha said, rising.


The surgeon looked at them as he slowed his horse. He turned it toward the corner of the building and disappeared around it


“Anybody ever fail these examinations?” asked the Nantucketer Riggs.


“You was half dead you’d pass,” Elisha said over his shoulder.














THREE






In the autumn of 1859 the Eastville School failed to open for lack of a schoolmaster, and Elisha, of his own volition, attended the Centre Street Academy in Holmes Hole, where Luke and Thomas Chandler were enrolled. He made the better part of the journey by water, rowing the family skiff down Lagoon Pond and around Little Neck and down the inlet to Bass Creek, a pull of nearly two miles. He would drag the skiff up onto the sand and walk Beach Road to Main Street, and then over to Centre Street, another mile. He would leave in the dark without a lantern, swishing through the knee-high grass of the field and rowing by the vague light of the stars, of silvery winter moonlight when there was a moon. Dawn would be breaking by the time he reached the town.


Elisha was Luke’s age, fourteen, and the two of them studied some of the same lessons. Luke was the bigger of the two, and much the quicker at lessons. Elisha’s summer tan had faded, and he was very thin and looked undernourished, and yet he had a resilient physical strength, a stubborn vitality instilled by life on a farm, perhaps, or perhaps, as Luke thought, because being poor, even undereating, toughens you in some mysterious way. That Elisha could row all that way with those puny shoulders annoyed rather than endeared him to his schoolmates, as though he were behaving above his station, while the rowing itself confirmed the abnormality of this pale, quiet, plainly dressed boy from the wind-beleaguered farm at Head of the Pond.


The school day began at eight o’clock, when the master, Mr. Pease, came out and struck a rope-hung steel triangle with a hammer. There were two front doors side by side, left door for the girls, right for the boys. Elisha would be standing apart in the long yard in front of the building, watching other children play tag or quoits or, before it got cold, base ball. The triangle would clang, and Elisha would pick up his dinner pail and join the file of boys entering the building and go directly to his desk.


All day he bent to his lessons, reading and copying and doing sums, silent and oblivious-seeming of everyone but Mr. Pease, who was a kindly man and coaxed him along very gently. At noon Mr. Pease put on his coat and top hat and dismissed everyone for dinner. All went home except Elisha, who ate alone in the school building, or on the front steps if the day was warm.


“No one talks to him,” Thomas said at supper one night.


“He doesn’t care,” Luke said.


“How do you know?” Thomas said.


Luke shrugged, eating.


“Sit up straight, Luke,” their father said.


Rose, seated opposite him at the long table, smiled her languid smile, watching Luke. Her eyes black in the candlelight, watchful.


“I don’t think he washes,” Thomas said. “Everyone says he doesn’t.”


“Wellwater’s precious on a farm,” their father said. “That’s an almighty barren place out there. I’m surprised they can raise what they do on it.”


“Who is it says he doesn’t wash?” Luke said.


“Ben Howland. Ty Luce. Why?”


“I’ll tan their hides for them, that’s why.”


“You’ll do no such thing,” his father said. “You might, however, invite him home for dinner. As a daily event, I mean.”


The boys paused with their forks halfway up and looked at him. “Elisha Smith?” Luke said.


“Who else are we talking about?” Rose said.


“I don’t think he’ll come,” Luke said.


“If you’re tactful he might,” said his father. “If you give him his dignity.”


“Thomas has to stay out of it,” Luke said.


“Why?” Thomas said.




“Let your brother handle it,” Rose said. “It don’t need two of you.”


The doctor glanced at her but did not comment on her grammar.


“Thank you, Rose,” Luke said, with a look at Thomas.


“You do it nicely, hear?” Rose said.


Next day at noontime they waited till the building had emptied and the students’ voices had scattered out of hearing on the thin cool November air. Elisha had sat down on the wooden bench along the back wall and was digging his cheesecloth-wrapped dinner out of his pail. He did not look surprised as Luke approached but his face did open a bit, his thin mouth tugging sideways in the hint of a smile. Thomas stood across the room, watching.


“Hidy,” Luke said.


“Hidy,” said Elisha.


“What you got there?” Luke said.


Elisha placed his dinner on his lap and peeled back the edges of the cheesecloth. “Cornbread, it looks like. A portion of ham. A cold potato.”


Luke squared up his shoulders, gave his trousers an upward tug. “Say. Whyn’t you come eat dinner at our house. Seeing how you can’t go home, I mean.”


Elisha eyed him mildly, not saying yes and not saying no.


“My pa wants you to come,” Luke said. “It’s not like it was just me saying it.”


“Rose does too,” Thomas said.


Elisha’s gaze shifted over to him. Luke glanced at him irritably but said nothing.


“Rose does the cooking,” Luke explained.


“I heard about her,” Elisha said.


“Our ma’s dead,” Thomas said.


“I know that,” Elisha said.


“You don’t have to come again, you don’t like it,” Luke said.


Elisha rewrapped his cornbread and ham slice and potato in the cheesecloth. He returned the little bundle to his dinner pail.


“I’ll like it,” he said.


William Street was leaf-strewn, and the cool air held their burnt smell and an acrid-sweet touch of woodsmoke from the brick chimneys. The sky was a sunless glossy mother-of-pearl, the tree trunks rising black above the pitched shingled roofs. The roadways were dry. It had not rained in a while.


“What was it took your ma?” Elisha asked.


“You know what pneumonia is?” Luke said.


“I heard of it,” Elisha said.


“It’s quick,” Luke said. “Couple of weeks.”


“Rose came before she died,” Thomas said, “to help take care of her. Then she just stayed.”


“She stayed because Father asked her to,” Luke said.


“Well, of course,” Thomas said.


“I’ve heard a good deal about her,” Elisha said.


“She’s the beatenest cook,” Thomas said. “You like chicken chowder?”


“I ain’t never ate it,” Elisha said.


“Bet you’ll like it,” Thomas said.


“I bet so, too,” Elisha said.














FOUR






The uniform, save the shirt, was of wool. Heavy; you could feel its weight when you draped the various pieces over your arm. Heavy and coarse.


“Them coats is a hell trip in the hot months,” Elisha said. “The manual says you got to button em to the neck. The boys’ll button the top button, wear it open rest of the way down, and most officers don’t say nothin. I wouldn’t try it with Lieutenant Paine, though.”


“I wouldn’t either,” said Corporal Dugan.


“Nor I,” said the quartermaster, whose name was Folsom. He was slightly built and wore a pair of spectacles low on his nose. He’d taken over an inn near the destroyed bridge over to Fredericksburg and was dispensing uniforms and equipment across the tavern bar. He would measure each recruit briefly with his eye, then rummage in a box or along a shelf.


“If it doesn’t fit,” he said, “you’ll have to swap around.”


“They never do fit,” Elisha said.


“As I always say, this isn’t Brooks Brothers,” Folsom said. He placed a new pair of brogans on the bar, and another. “You boys want to be careful of these shoes or somebody’s likely to steal them. I have men in the regiment who haven’t been shoed since March. Some are practically barefoot.”


“And a campaign coming up,” said the corporal.


“It’s no fault of mine,” Folsom said.


“These shoes is both the same,” one of the Nantucketers said. Chase was his name. “Nor right, nor left.”


“That’s right,” Folsom said.




“Wear em awhile, they sort theirselves,” Elisha said. “Just remember which shoe is which, left and right.”


Ordnance was in a back room which might have been a dining room or parlor, it was hard to tell, the furniture all looted to feed campfires, wainscoting stripped, mantel shelf pulled down. Folsom distributed black leather cartridge and cap boxes and gave each man a handful of caps and paper cartridges. He pried the lids off two crates of brand-new Springfield rifles packed in oiled cotton batting and let the men help themselves, which they did with gingerly deliberation, looking the guns up and down, hefting them, beginning now to smile. Folsom watched them. It was always the same, even with boys who’d grown up in the far north hunting deer or squirrels but who had never seen a gun so well made, so perfectly designed for murder. They began lifting the muskets to their shoulders, tentative at first.


“You boys’re lucky,” Elisha said. “Everybody wants a Springfield.”


Luke and Thomas had claimed theirs last. Neither had ever held a gun and as Luke grasped his and lifted it he knew he’d crossed another of those lines, those Rubicons, which had been his destiny this last month. The musket seemed more compact, more wieldy, than the old blackened Revolutionary War pieces he’d seen in antique shops and attics and hung decoratively under mantel shelves. It had a kind of lethal beauty, all shiny steel and finished hardwood, its weight and length and balance promising a terrible and satisfying efficiency. Thomas drew his up out of its crate, hefted it with both hands, and looked at Luke.


“What,” Luke said, pausing with the rifle halfway to his shoulder.


Around them now a chorus of double clicks and sudden sharp clacks as the others cocked and pulled the trigger.


“It’s heavy,” Thomas said.


“You get used to her,” Elisha said. “And say, she’ll knock a man down at better’n a quarter of a mile. Half a mile, if you’re any good.”


Thomas still held his gun uncertainly, as if its purpose were a puzzle to him. He watched as Luke raised his, thumbing the hammer back through half cock to cock, two soft bright clicks, and sighted down the barrel at the far wall. “Get you a Reb,” Elisha said, and Luke squeezed the trigger and the hammer fell, clack, and Luke knew he would, would shoot men dead before this was over, and without remorse.




 


Then they met John McNamara.


Supper call had been drummed and fires were blossoming in makeshift tin cookstoves and the men gathering around them with their cups and plates. The new men were in uniform now, buttoned up and belted, strapped and hung with knapsack, haversack, canvas shelter half, canteen, tin cup, bayonet. They wore their forage caps variously, perched to one side or the other, jaunty, with the white felt trefoil, badge of the Second Corps, emblazoned on the sloping hat tops.


Elisha had left Luke and Thomas at the quartermaster’s, giving them directions to the wedge tent he shared with McNamara, and they found it halfway down the dirt street of Company I, Elisha standing in front with his hands on his hips, waiting for them, McNamara seated on a weather-damaged mahogany and velvet chair, drawing on a pipe. The smell of woodsmoke was strong now, and there was still that nagging trace of shit and urine.
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