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To West,


for whom thunder rolls
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Chapter One


Down the Mountain


Summer 1846


The funeral was over. Up on Stokes Mountain, Hale Stokes and his sister-in-law Lindy had been laid to rest in the family plot. Forrest’s buckboard wagon creaked as the floorboards flexed over the rutted path. Forrest clucked at the mule and held the reins with one hand, his other swatting his hat at the murmuration of gnats that swarmed and harassed him and his passengers. Enos, beside him, worked the brake against the weight of the wagon as they crept forward.


Preacher Thom, seated in the back, thought over what he had said and figured he must have done all right with it. Strictly Old Testament. He’d watched the boy, Jed, standing behind the rest of his family. Understandably dark of mien, watching his father and his aunt go into the ground. Interesting tradition they have, that they must be the ones to throw the dirt. They’d told him how to explain it—first with the shovel upside down, reluctant, but then, again, with the shovel rightways, because you can’t fight against it. Jed was growing angular and tall. He’s a smart kid, thought the preacher. I’ll have to make a point of getting him to keep coming around. Get him down the hill, show him the newspapers, get the world into him. Can’t live your whole life up there on your family’s hill, three houses and a graveyard.
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“You don’t never get the feeling that the Stokes would want any help,” said Forrest.


Jane rolled her eyes at Lena and looked up at their husbands on the seat in front. She held her hand up high, letting the gnats swarm around it.


“You don’t go by feeling, Forrest,” said Lena, “you just help.”


“It’s like when someone has a baby. You just bring them things,” said Jane.


Preacher Thom sat with his back to the drivers and his elbows on his knees, smiling and rocking loosely with the wagon as it moved over the uneven road, in sharp contrast to Dr. Coyle and Mr. Tomlinson, who were straining against the incline. Mr. Tomlinson quivered and bounced with every lurch, and he held his hand against the top of his waistcoat, trying to hold himself in place and looking as if he had just belched.


“They paid me in whiskey,” said Preacher Thom, patting the jug.


“Was it around here?” Enos asked Dr. Coyle. The brake bucked against his hand and the wagon pitched forward. “The accident, I mean.”


“Over on the other side,” said Dr. Coyle, “where that stream cuts close to the road.”


“Ain’t much road over there,” said Forrest.


They arrived at the store before sunset and lingered in the golden light. A breeze picked up once they’d reached the flats. Forrest and Enos stood on the porch, sipping Preacher Thom’s whiskey from short glasses, which Mr. Tomlinson had provided. Lena and Jane stayed in the wagon, though they rose and rested against the top rail. Preacher Thom had the whiskey resting by the heel of his boot in the rocky dirt of the road.


“C’mon, now, Preacher, give the wives a round,” said Jane.


“It’s a funeral,” said Lena.


Preacher Thom handed his glass to Jane with an apologetic smile, topped it off, and winked at Lena. “What’ll you fix for them, then?” he asked. He liked these country women, with their farm-toughened hands, sun freckled cheeks, and easy demeanors. Hard to put on airs, he thought, if you spend your time milking cows and churning butter.
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Forrest, whose church clothes were just his work clothes with a dark sack jacket drawn around them, shook his head and said: “People probably would help out, but—”


“Stokes never did want any help,” said Enos. Looking back to the low, lush mountain, he added that it was a sad business.


Dr. Coyle consulted his watch.


“An apple cake.”


“You think so?” Forrest asked. “You think it’s a sad business?”


“Sure it is.”


“Can’t they eat apple cake?” asked Jane.


“For the dead uns. And the children,” said Enos.


“That mess of children probably don’t know which one of who is—”


“Come on now,” Mr. Tomlinson said. “We just put those two in the ground today. Let’s not have any of that.”


“Death is a sorrow only for the living,” said Preacher Thom, by rote, with no more thought than he gave to the rising of his foot if he was struck on the knee. “And even in mourning, we should find solace that the departed have taken up the company of the lord.”


“Stokes ain’t never been of no account,” said Forrest.


“Are they allowed to eat apple cake?”


“Those were kind words you said today,” said Dr. Coyle.


Preacher Thom nodded his thanks and said: “You mean on account of dietary laws? I don’t see why not. Does it use lard?”


Enos asked: “Do it feel different? Preaching for Jews?”


“Can I use butter?”


“As far as I know you can use butter. I’m sure they’ll appreciate the gesture, more than they will quibble with the recipe,” said Preacher Thom. “Same book. Same God. It’s no difficulty to find a kindness for good folks taken from lives well lived.”


“Known them Stokes brothers my whole life. Never thought it’d come to this.” said Forrest. “C’mon, Enos, I’ll run y’all by your place on the way.”
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Forrest had been friends with Hale Stokes, who was survived by his wife, Ethel, and his brother, Hobe.


“It was an accident,” said Preacher Thom. “The wagon rolled over because the wheel broke. They’d loaded it too heavy. Which as we all know is something Hale was wont to do.”


“Ain’t saying it ain’t in character. Just saying it sure solves things. Hale and Lindy being on that wagon what rolled, and Ethel and Hobe being up there on the mountain. Two of them get on mighty good.”


Forrest and Enos nodded their farewells and took their seats on the buckboard bench in front of their wives, who each took a drink from the short glass before Jane leaned forward and handed it back to Preacher Thom. The mule, a vision of resignation, took slow steps at Forrest’s first cluck, and the buckboard rattled away.


Mr. Tomlinson, now that it was just the three town folk, felt a little more at ease.


“I wonder if they’ll feel the need to make it official.”


“Doesn’t seem particularly Stokes-like, does it?” answered the doctor.


“I think on account of all them kids they’ll probably get hitched, and so the Old Man will stay out of their business.”


“Seven children between them up there.”


“Jed’s about feral, though, ain’t he?”


“I believe he is, yes.”


“You think they’ll be sending away for a wife for him, like they brought them sisters in for Hale and Hobe?”


Preacher Thom had come up to the porch, and he shook his head while pouring more to drink. Defender of the Virginia Jews, he thought, had a nice ring to it.


There were three houses up on Stokes Mountain. The homestead, the oldest one, had scars from Indian fights on its timber. The newest one, where Hale had lived, was now empty. One of the children would move into it when he started a family. It was hard to imagine that child being Jed, although he was the oldest.
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Preacher Thom took a deck of cards out of his pocket, and the three men sat down around a little table on sun-faded ladder-back chairs that creaked in complaint.


Dr. Coyle lit a cigar and blew a contemplative stream of smoke while Preacher Thom shuffled.


“I believe,” said the doctor, “that that was the first time I’ve seen old Horace or Charity in well over a year, maybe three.”


“The old man don’t come down.”


“Charity Stokes looked like she had something to say.”


Preacher Thom nodded along only enough to make it clear he was listening, since he’d only lived at Alcott’s Brook for a decade, and knew that as far as these families were concerned he was passing through.


“I mean,” said Dr. Coyle. The man paused and swore softly before folding his hand. “Does seem like the two of ’em get on pretty good.”


Tomlinson had two pair and took the money from the center of the table. “The boy Jed still studies with you, ain’t he, Preacher? He comes around when he wants to, I suppose. Ain’t nobody get a Stokes to do anything regular.”


Preacher Thom nodded. “He’s a good boy. He’s bright.”


The men nodded, but they didn’t agree.





The change in Jed Stokes was immediately apparent to Preacher Thom. The boy had lived without intent. He had done what you asked, answered you if he could, and hadn’t seemed to think of the world around him as something real. He lived within patterns, Preacher Thom supposed, like a raccoon. The accident shook him. How could it not? His father dead under a pile of timber, the wheel of the wagon shattered, the mules frantically braying and screaming as they were pulled, jerked, and strangled off the road.


Well, that last part. Was the boy actually there?


You can only keep your head down, thought Thom, if everything stays the same. If there are no surprises, if nothing happens, you could live 6your life and never look up from your shoes, but something happens to everyone, and then the whole world snaps into focus as if you’d rubbed the morning out of your eyes.


Would it be easier to just stay asleep? To never see?


Thom struggled to keep himself out of the sorrowful ditches, and clear from weedy paths of maudlin sentiment to which he was inclined. He had hoped to find faith, but found his mood unslaked by his practice.


Poor Jed raised his head and looked around and saw his father dead and his mother standing next to his uncle. By God, thought Thom, that poor boy saw Shakespeare’s Danish ghosts, the play replayed. Were things foreordained, he asked himself. What if someone like myself had been there to guide Hamlet? If only perhaps enough to keep the knives sheathed. To keep the blood off the carpet.


Thom rarely saw children as old as Jed. He wondered if Jed’s continued attendance, albeit irregular, was on account of the oft-mentioned Jewish predilection for letters. His charges were usually on their farms working by the time they were in their teens. He knew them when their arms weren’t strong enough to be of much use, and someone in their family decided it’d be all right if they could read a little bit. They were helpless, always, even here. They could walk to the schoolhouse—which was, truth be told, the front room of Thom’s own home—and arrived more or less intact, but they seemed, as they bumped into things and dreamily drifted through the day, to be incapable. If you didn’t remind them to run out to the privy, they’d pee right there and begin to cry as if something had happened to them, instead of them having done something themselves.


When they sat out on the porch and chewed through whatever they’d brought to eat, if one of them knocked over a cup of water they’d say: “The water spilled.”


They couldn’t imagine that their own action had caused the water to spill.


They’re like savages. Superstitious savages who live in a world over which they have no agency and upon which they can have no effect, and 7then, one day, Jed’s father dies under a pile of logs next to his sister-in-law, and Jed looks around at the world for the first time.


Imagine that. Some folks are born to understand the world is theirs for the taking, and some, having been made to understand the opposite, that they are to be taken by the world, toil for the smaller pleasures, but all are filled with ambition. What would Jed make of this?


I suppose I’ll do what I can for the boy, thought Thom.


Jed started coming around on the off days when Thom wasn’t teaching. Thom shared the news with him, told him about the world. Jed did seem to want to know things.


He’d sit on the porch while Thom read the paper, having taken the stairs one at a time, remembering not to skip or hop or betray anything that might reveal the child he was putting behind himself.


Thom handed him books and let him keep his copy of The Three Musketeers.


Thom took him down to the general store to play cards against Dr. Coyle and Mr. Tomlinson, who found it hard to maintain their smug derision while the boy raked their coins across the table and into his own pockets.


“He ain’t a thing like his pa,” said Dr. Coyle, watching Thom and Jed walking back up the street.


“Hale? I never lost a game of whist to Hale,” said Mr. Tomlinson.


“I never knew Hale to play a game of any sort. Kept his shoulder in the yoke.”


“Ain’t seen him do anything but work, long as I can remember.”


“Can’t even recall him much liking anything, if you know what I mean, he’d come to town with a list, and he’d get those things. Most folks at that time look around the shop, they buy a candy, they buy a plug of tobacco, they lean against the counter there and turn the pages of the newspaper.”


“Hale never did.”


“Never even seemed to notice. Never reached out to take anything at all.”
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“The apple walked off away from that tree didn’t it?”


“That apple tree turned to growing peaches.”


They laughed together.





When Jed turned seventeen, he told his uncle-turned-stepfather and his mother that he was thinking of heading into town.


“Why you keep going down there to see the preacher? You learned enough, ain’t you?” Hobe Stokes didn’t trust a Christian lettered man.


Jed Stokes shrugged. He had a thin goatee that he’d fashioned as best he could in the spotted and fogged mirror after the drawings in Barrow’s translation of The Three Musketeers. Ethel sat next to Jed at the table, their identical haint-blue eyes both bearing the same frustrating flatness. Mother and son were noncommittal, hard to read when they wanted to be.


“Y’all don’t take a person seriously enough to argue with them,” said Hobe. “It’s right consternating.”


Hobe hadn’t understood, and Jed was forced to explain himself:


“I don’t mean Alcott’s Brook. I mean the city. I’m going down to Richmond.”


“What would you want to do that for?” asked Ethel, surprised.


“What’s down there?” asked Hobe, he spat into the cook fire, clumsily, and added a streak of tobacco juice to the many yellow-brown stains on his dirty gray beard. “You’re looking for a woman.”


“Hobe,” Ethel said, “don’t spit in my fire.”


The man ignored her.


“There’s got to be a real life down there,” said Jed.


“This ain’t real?” Hobe knocked on the table. “Seems real to me.”


The baby, the eighth child, first progeny of Hobe and Ethel’s union, was startled awake by Hobe’s hand on the table, and started to cry. Ethel hurried to him, and Jed followed her with his eyes.


“There ain’t room for me here.”


“There’s always room,” said Ethel.
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“Hard to argue with that, ain’t it,” said Hobe, quietly. “What do you aim to do?”


“I’ll figure it out.”


“You coming back?”


“Can’t say as I know. I reckon I’ll be back soon enough. Sure.”


His mother was nodding over her new baby, cooing him back to sleep.





And with that, seventeen-year-old Jed Stokes walked down off the mountain on which he was born. He carried a bit of salted and smoked venison, shot and powder—he was equipped in the only way he knew, for the wild. His scattergun was looped over his back, his knife was sharp, and three good snares were coiled on the top of his possibles bag. The only difference between what he carried and what he’d taken out into the woods so often before was at the bottom of that same bag, where every bit of money he’d ever gotten ahold of was tied up in a square of leather next to his copy of The Three Musketeers.


With each step, the crunch of twigs under his moccasins proclaimed his freedom and his future. The world was before him. The morning was his. Everything was his. Coming out of the hills he felt wonderfully anonymous, fantastically energized.


Those hills—so steep you can’t plant. So rocky you can’t hardly walk. Jed had watched seed corn run down the gulley in a hard spring rain, bloated and worthless and washed away. He followed it down the hill until he found it clogged up in a swirl underneath the bared-out roots of a tall poplar. He climbed the low oak tree on the opposite side, and sat on a bough with buckshot balls loaded in his scattergun. He stayed quiet. He shot a deer there—tempted out of nervous hiding to gorge on that pocket of swollen grain. His father had praised him for bringing the animal home, but Jed figured it was easy enough to shoot a simpleminded animal. Anyway, the whole mountain was infested with hornets. A breeding ground for copperhead vipers—who would claim such a mountain?
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He walked along Three Notched Road, thinking of the stories he’d heard about Jack Jouett, who had ridden his mare Sallie to warn Thomas Jefferson of the coming British and become the savior of the new nation, a hundred odd years past. Jed didn’t know where Cuckoo Tavern was, exactly, but he hoped he might see it. Jouett had been sleeping on the lawn there when he heard the British cavalry. You just have to be ready, thought Jed. You have to understand what’s happening, that it is happening, and that in some sense it has already happened.


This was the core belief held by Jed Stokes, that things once begun are all but finished, and that there is no sense in hesitation.


His father had waited. The thoughts Jed formed regarding his father’s life repulsed him. He roared back through the years, hollering: Do something, Hale! Anything. He knew that his father had understood that his wife was in love with his brother. He knew, too, that his father, believing perhaps in the will of G-d, or in the nature of things, or simply in the absurd belief that everything tomorrow will continue to creep along as it did yesterday, did nothing. Didn’t challenge the threat to his family, didn’t woo his woman back to his side. He could have left Stokes Mountain. Hale Stokes could have picked up his family and left and moved somewhere.


The will of G-d. The mountain. Jed was glad to leave these behind, these gargantuan pressures, these juggernauts of insistent influence—the way it is and will be, the way it is on Stokes mountain, G-d’s purpose. G-d doesn’t work in mysterious ways, not for you.


Jack Jouett didn’t wait. He heard the cavalry and he rode up Jefferson’s mountain to warn him. He rode forty miles under a full moon and arrived at Monticello in the cold light of the predawn. Jefferson managed to evade the cavalry in the woods. He hid in a tree, some said, others that he lived in a cave. He had all his papers with him—Jed imagined him scribbling by candlelight in a shallow dirt hole, hunched under the rocks, listening for the sound of the hooves, and thinking fondly of the young man who’d saved him.
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Life is just like hunting, thought Jed. How many rabbits had he shot because they stopped and looked back to check if the threat was real? And how many meals had he, himself, missed because he didn’t trust his instinct and second-guessed?


In Jack Jouett, Jed Stokes saw an American equivalent of Dumas’s musketeers and a model for himself. He was gallant and quick, he knew the woods, the paths. He could rise from sleep and leap to action when called upon. There was nothing left to do but find his venue out in the world, which was in front of him.


In the woods where he slept along the journey to Richmond, he awoke with a smile and greeted the chilly dew-drenched mornings with exuberance. If there was a rabbit in his snare he’d cook and eat it, and if he’d caught nothing, he’d stir cornmeal in some boiling stream water and chew a chunk of salted venison.


He came to a high place that looked down upon the James River and out onto the dusty, smoky city, roiling with activity. From the hill where he stood upon a rough outcropping of granite he could see people and commerce. There were boats in the river under sail, and smaller ones poled along the banks. There were docks and factories. Coal, cotton, and commerce filled his heart.


He found a small spring burbling out of the rocks and trickling down the steep hill to the river, and he made his camp near it.


That afternoon he shot a squirrel, and that night he slept by a crackling fire, which played dancing shadows upon the leaves. He was happy, and as the fire dimmed and the stars grew bright he barely slept, smiling out into the night sky, thinking of the city bustling below him, and how tomorrow he would walk down into it and begin his adventure.
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Chapter Two


The Bell Rings for Master Mr. Bodkin


Spring 1856


Raleigh stuck his hand in the flour to wiggle his fingers through the soft off-white powder, and Lo took off her cap—a man’s railroad cap she’d found in the road and worn ever since—and swatted at him.


“Go be somewhere else.”


The boy ran along the fence by the vegetable garden, all tall and gangly, newly light on his feet at thirteen, and drew the admiration of old man Gee, who looked up from his row of cold-weather greens and unspooled himself from his sowing. Once he had straightened up, he nodded over to the little pile of apples stacked in the grass. Raleigh brought one to Gee. Gee motioned for him to take one for himself and one for Raleigh’s younger sister, Temple.


Gee hadn’t said a word in years. Only Lo was old enough to remember that he had spent months with his tongue clamped in an iron branks, screwed on his head as a punishment when they were young, but even she didn’t know if his silence was on account of a physical injury. Maybe he’d forgotten how to talk; maybe he gave up on it. Either way, he was the only one who could take something out of the root cellar without being scolded, which is why he had apples. Everybody else had to wait for Lo to 13dole out rations, and then you pretty much had to eat it in front of her. She wanted to see the food eaten.


“Where are you going you need to take a biscuit with you?” she’d ask. “You walk out of here with corn bread,” she’d say “how do I know you’re coming back? Keeping everybody alive.” Smoothing the front of the dress she’d sewn together out of the better parts of three dresses. “That’s what I do, and that’s what I’m doing. Everything is everything.”


Raleigh and Temple, thirteen and twelve, bunked together in the small, dark room next to the root cellar on litters made up of cast-off cloth and old curtains, next to crates of sweet potatoes, apples, pears, carrots, from which they pilfered nothing.


Raleigh called out a thank-you and picked up two apples. He stuck to the dirt road as he walked past the orchard and slipped behind the Old House, empty now but swept and dusted every week by Liza and Fern, who walked this same road down from the New House with their aprons pulled up to their knees so they wouldn’t get dusty.


No one came to Bodkin’s Hundred.


Raleigh watched them and wondered for whom it was that they kept up their show of dusting and cleaning and walking with their aprons hiked up. That’d be like Lo putting food down in the dining room for the absent family. Lo cooked for the enslaved: slices of ham, greens, and okra soup. There was no one else to eat anything, and they’d slowly grown used to eating whatever they pleased, although they were cautious not to overdo it. Peril, although at bay, was never distant.


In the afternoons, the nine enslaved left on Bodkin’s Hundred packed into the little kitchen building, sat on milking stools and boxes and barrels, and said a prayer around the long table where Lo beat and cut her biscuits. Often enough, the prayer was to keep everything as it was, and to keep Master Mr. Bodkin away from the place, busy with whatever it was he was doing. (Lo also kept the gate to Bodkin’s Hundred well doused in stayaway oil, a concoction of her own, with bay leaves, fennel, dill, and calendula.) They would pray “Lord, keep us together,” by which they 14meant to ask the Lord to see that no more of them would be sold. They would remember those who had gone on. “Lord, keep Little Edward to your breast,” someone would intone, remembering the young man who had decided to leave Bodkin’s Hundred after Master Mr. Bodkin had been gone a year and half.


Little Edward was the impetus for the strict rationing of the stores. Lo had told Raleigh and Temple about how he had asked her for something to pack up, some salt pork and hard biscuits, before he walked off.


“You two was bitty. Temple was just crawling on the floor when Little Edward left. He was gone six nights. We thought he’d made it somewhere, too. We thought maybe he made it down to the swamp, down to where some of our people live by a big old magnolia, split in two by a lightning strike, but living still. It grows in two directions!” Lo said. She had told the story of the Dismal Swamp many times, and how Indians lived there, and white folk who had some common sense, and free blacks called maroons. “Everybody down there in the swamp knows about that tree. It keeps on living. We thought Little Edward made it. Then that man come back here, driving a team of mules.”


She’d shiver.


“Three men. Said they’d met up Master Mr. Bodkin in town. They’d gotten paid, spent their slave-catching money on whiskey. This was the mule driver talking, the two other men had been walking beside him, and rolling a hogshead barrel along afore them. They rolled it right up to the House and called everybody around. There were more of us then. Them white men were grinning and spitting, dirty, smelling like whiskey. They cracked the top of that barrel off and poured Little Edward out onto the ground in a pool of blood, dead as a stone. They’d smashed all they whiskey bottles into the barrel, ‘fore they shoved poor Little Edward into it. They nailed him shut in there with all that broken glass and rolled him along the road.”


“Why they call him Little Edward, Lo, was he little?”
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“Just so as we could tell he wasn’t Big Edward,” said Lo. “I’ll show you where both the Edwards are buried. You can say something to them out there.”


Wooden crosses tied with chair caning were arrayed like grim orchard saplings up against the trees on the western edge of the property. Lo knew the names and stories of the deceased, and had carved an hourglass into each grave marker. If the caning rotted away, Lo would retie the marker. If the marker rotted away, she’d find a ladder rung or a chairback or chop a red cedar sapling to replace the old wood. She harvested graveyard dirt for gris-gris bags there, and occasionally she would cut a chicken’s throat over the grave of the woman who had taught her what she knew, and had bequeathed unto her the position she had among the enslaved of not only this plantation, but up and down the road.


“Everybody has their time,” she said. “It don’t stop, and you best remember that it is going to run out. Everything is everything.”


Raleigh slid down where the washout around the roots of the big tulip poplar made it easy, and walked over to the bank of rocks, which were sharp on your feet, but solid enough to stand on without sinking into the mud.


Temple was skipping stones.


“Where you get apples?”


“Gee told me.”


“Gee wouldn’t tell you nothing,” said Temple, taking hers and biting into it. She was young enough to feel the need to assert reality as she knew it, like a spell against a world, as if by stating facts as she knew them, she could keep them from changing.


Raleigh didn’t bother answering.


“Did you see the carriage?” asked Temple.


Raleigh shook his head.


“Looked like a beetle, black. Two big gray horses pulling. I seen it.”


Raleigh watched her, impatient for the rest.


“Did you see him?”
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She nodded that she had.


Master Mr. Bodkin was, to Raleigh and Temple, like a creature from a fairy tale. Both believed in him, but neither had ever met him or even seen him in their memory.


Master Mr. Bodkin knew them, however. He’d been there at Temple’s birth twelve years before, and seen her mother die on the birthing bed in the quarters by the New Barn.


Master Mr. Bodkin was the fifth Oliver Bodkin. Oliver Bodkin Jr., the first Bodkin born in the Colonies, had followed a beautiful Huguenot maiden up the James River from the original Virginia settlements, past the fall line to the abandoned Monacan village where her parents and the rest of the French refugees had settled. The lovely and gracious Martha Dupuis had 133 acres along the James, and Bodkin Jr. bought the tract next to hers in 1720 and built the Old House next to a steady running tributary full of fish that everyone called Bodkin’s Creek. The clapboard-sided two-over-two hall-and-parlor building was handsome and simple, stark in its straightforward usefulness but generous enough to start a family and a farm, which they did. They planted John Rolfe’s new type of tobacco, and used their influence to procure slaves from the auctions at the harbor. At its height, Bodkin’s Hundred was a kingdom of its own, a city unto itself. Two hundred bound workers toiled over a thousand acres of tobacco. It had its own blacksmith shop, its own herd of sheep which gave wool to be twisted and woven into fabric from which the white Bodkin women made the clothes that they gave to the enslaved on Christmas.


Oliver Bodkin III built the New House, a structure so grand and ostentatious it seemed a direct rebuttal to the practical simplicity of the original homestead. His father was of two minds—proud of his son, his family, and money that flowed in like a river, but ashamed, in a confused way, by the pomp and display. The window frames and mantels were milled in Pennsylvania by master craftsmen who traveled to install the precious pieces themselves. The marble flooring for the foyer crept up the James on flat barges after being portaged around the rapids and the falls. 17At the front and back were twin doors slathered with sunflower yellow paint shipped in from France. What Oliver Bodkin III felt most deeply, however, was that the skeleton of the great structure was his, the bricks were fired in his own kilns, made with clay dug from his own land. The big timber that framed the massive house was cut out of his woods. The wide planks of pine were from his pines. He even owned the hands that built it.


They launched the house as if it were a ship, with a grand celebration and many cases of wine. Standing in the portico, feeling expansive, looking out at the small crowd of gentry gathered around for the revelation, Oliver Bodkin III proclaimed that the land itself, nature, had built this house: it was a manifestation of Bodkin destiny.


The New House rose out of a slight swell, overlooking sweeping pastures, and was visible from both the road and the river. The drive to its three-sided, shallow steps was long and looped generously around a fountain and two old pecan trees. It quickly became the most talked-about building in the region.


When the land gave up, worn out from growing tobacco, Master Mr. Bodkin’s father, Oliver Bodkin V, fenced in the tremendous fields and converted them to pasture. He built the New Barn, to the West of the New House, and began breeding horses.


Many enslaved at Bodkin’s Hundred were sold at this time, as the breeding of horses and the running of fox hunts demands far less of a labor force than growing tobacco, but they were sold carefully. He looked them over in the same way he looked at his horses, with an eye to the strength of bone, endurance, and tractability. Bodkin V kept what he deemed the best, and set them to work in the orchard, the garden, or tending to sheep and cattle.


There was money in the flesh of men, as there was in horses, and the little grid of slave quarters, while not, at the time, as dedicated a breeding program as the New Barn was, turned a fair profit.


Master Mr. Bodkin, Oliver Bodkin VI, took to the back of a horse like it was where he belonged, and was riding in the first flight after the 18hounds while he still had his milk teeth. The one or two times a visiting rider mumbled and groused over the presence of a child at the front of the hunt, they were soon silenced by his extravagant bravery in the saddle and fluid, subtle riding. He’d burn down candles studying bloodlines in the library. All other courses of study he thought too vague. Abstractions and histories without real products were fancies, nothing but folly. He couldn’t attend to anything that wasn’t visceral, that didn’t have breathing, tangible results. The pedigrees of the Bodkin chattel filled his mind and by the time he was fourteen he knew the bloodlines of all the Bodkin breeding stock, whether it walked on four legs or two. To Master Mr. Bodkin, all flesh became money. He broke with family tradition and did not go north, or anywhere, for his education. He took over both breeding programs well before he inherited the farm, and made rounds every day, looking in on each stallion and each mare, asking after ankles, and whether or not the horse was on his feed. Then he’d take to the grid of rutted paths among the slave cabins with the latest in a constantly rotating cast of drivers and do the same.


Driver was an impossible job to keep filled. Any driver good enough at his job to keep the peace and run things smoothly and profitably was hired away by another plantation or moved on to his own business. The other type were so vicious and drunk that they soon packed up their deep dissatisfaction with the world and took it along to their next doomed engagement. One was fired for offending Master Mr. Bodkin’s younger sister, and another had been so sick with drink that he’d thrown up on Master Mr. Bodkin’s mother minutes before guests arrived for a house concert. That unsavory character had found himself bumming around the streets of Richmond looking for a place to sleep, dropped off on the street by enslaved footmen who were happy to turn the tables.


Master Mr. Bodkin would look in on the pregnant, asking if they’d eaten, and commanding Lo (already the cook, and already the medicine woman’s apprentice) to cook up a pot of pumpkin. He’d look in on the breeding men, kept together like soldiers in a barracks redolent with 19musk. He’d walk their lines and appreciate the musculature, the conformation. He’d look for eyes that shined too bright, and note which among them would sweat nervously as he passed.


His horse, Gunnery, was a regal bay with a straight line back to Bulle Rock and the Darley Arabian. He won a match race in New York and his first foal took a grand price at auction, an unheard-of $10,000, after which Master Mr. Bodkin was heard at many a party, flushed with wine, suggesting “Some sort of race for slaves! Contested over a mile! We could run fifteen-year-olds. We’d prove who has the best flesh!”


No one could tell if he was kidding. Some of his society had grown to feel that his dedication to the business of breeding the colored was ungentlemanly. They sat up a little straighter, however, when the auction announcements proclaimed that Bodkin was selling slaves or horses. Something of Bodkin’s on the block was something worth looking at.


Master Mr. Bodkin married a quiet Richmond girl whose father was a lawyer and a politician.


She was a softhearted, shrinking thing, ill-suited to rural life. She didn’t like the mud. She didn’t like the strong, quivering flesh of horses. She didn’t like to ride. In certain circles it was wondered if she’d actually ever agreed to be married. Perhaps she was simply so shy that she hadn’t said no.


The feelings that Master Mr. Bodkin held for her, however, were sincere. He wanted to protect her. Missy was built of fine, thin porcelain, and he was sworn to shelter her from the crushing realities of the world. His life was messy—the breeding shed was a violent, passionate place. Missy was purity personified. He was deeply in love with her. She gave him a son, Oliver Bodkin VII.


She was too frail to nurse, but there was no shortage of breast milk at Bodkin’s Hundred. Master Mr. Bodkin sat by her bedside, watching the sweat pour into the mattress. She talked through her fever dreams, her nightmares, her giddy hallucinations of a terrible world.


“Why am I in this place? Is that mud on the carpet? Have animals been in here? Where are we? Don’t let animals in here.”
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“We’re home. You’re with me, at home.”


“No, no. Not here.”


She died when Oliver VII was two weeks old, and whatever small corners of gentleness Master Mr. Bodkin had seen in the world went with her. After her death, Master Mr. Bodkin spent his time in the barns or in the quarters, ate standing up in the mud, and rode his horses hard, kicking them over hedges and across streams. He drank. While his son toddled around the enormous New House, he preyed upon the women of the slave quarters like a raccoon in a henhouse. He was violent, insatiable. His father was dead, his sister had married and gone to Alabama, where her husband grew cotton. His wife was all that had attached him to civilization, and with her gone, he came unhinged, swept away by a river of blood and semen. He’d watch the crushing violence of the stallions mounting their mares in the breeding shed, and turn, inspired, to the quarters, where his teeth marks adorned the neck of many a black girl.


He decided he no longer trusted the slaves to breed unsupervised and designated one of the huts for breeding. He managed the copulation of the enslaved as he did the horses. Noting who among them seemed the most vigorous, and who was quick to impregnate. He’d lean against the doorframe and watch. When one slave objected to the audience, he spent the next four months with an iron branks with a two-inch bit fitted over his head and worked between his teeth to keep his tongue pressed down.


The driver in these years was a coarse and callous drunkard named Callum. One afternoon, while the two of them ripped hunks from a chicken they were turning on a spit and talked with full mouths, their lips flecked with shreds of pale meat, Master Mr. Bodkin saw a young slave brushing down a stallion.


“Is that Flora?” he said.


“Flora. She’s growing up a nice one,” said Callum.


Flora moved the currycomb on the animal, softly cooing.


The flush Master Mr. Bodkin felt in his chest surprised him. He had thought himself devoid of feeling, and in the brief moments he dedicated 21to introspective reverie, imagined himself withered, like the blackened, gnarled struck-by-lightning loblolly stump at the woods’ edge past the far pasture. That he felt anything at all was a shock. That he felt it for a girl he owned was an affront.


“Whip her.”


Callum raised a thick eyebrow, but he loved the whip in his hand more than anything else in life, save perhaps whiskey, and he wasted no time.


Flora shrieked when he grabbed her, but fell limp. She was stripped and her hands were tied to the high ring on the whipping post that stood in the center of the quarters: an obelisk built as a monument to oppression, a constant invocation of fear.


Master Mr. Bodkin watched as the whip cut into her. She bled. He walked off before Callum had laid his last blow, had the stallion she’d been brushing saddled, and dug his spurs into its sides.


He stormed for a week. He slammed doors and looked over figures—but the ledger book failed to hold his attention. He’d startle to find himself rocked back in a chair in the library, staring through the oil portrait of Gunnery that hung above the mantel. He could hear her gasps as if she were in the room.


Without fully recognizing what he was doing, like a man compelled to manipulate the satisfaction of an addiction he has not admitted, he sold one of the housemaids in Richmond and had Flora sent up to take her place.


The departure of the driver Callum (he’d knocked out three of a buyer’s teeth at the auction in Richmond for a perceived slight) and Flora’s journey up to the New House like a sacrificial lamb brought some modicum of peace to the plantation. Master Mr. Bodkin ranged no more, he had eyes only for one.


Flora’s firstborn came soon, and she was pregnant again shortly thereafter.


She hemorrhaged during the delivery of her second child and died as the baby took its first breath.
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Master Mr. Bodkin was beside himself, and humiliated by his emotions.


Whatever was left inside him seemed to deflate. He no longer had the stomach for business, or cruelty. The void was familiar, it had never gone, but now there was no filling it. Even greed failed to stoke him. Where once he was passionate he was now laconic. His violence turned to apathy. Anhedonia was his muse.


He sent his now ten-year-old son, Oliver VII, north to board at school and took rooms in Richmond. He hired a widow to be his cook and a young man named Harrison Hollingsworth, just graduated from the university in Charlottesville, to be his agent. Most of the horses of Bodkin’s Hundred were slowly sold off, as were the enslaved. The Bodkin stock was valuable, and the whole state knew it. When Master Mr. Bodkin’s stallions were walked through the ring, prices soared. The crowds around the auction block in Shockoe Bottom, down by the river where most of the slaves in Richmond were sold, were equally frenzied.


Over sheets and ledger books in his sitting room with Harrison Hollingsworth, Master Mr. Bodkin explained that he wanted to keep just enough to keep the place going.


Hollingsworth sighed. It was not the first time he’d come to this impasse with his client. Hollingsworth was a practical man, and his desire for liquidity far outpaced whatever small understanding he had, through hearsay, of the value of lineage and land. He had nothing to be nostalgic about. These were stories he had read, no realer than dragons. He thought of the investments that could be made, the capital freed, the influence bought with such a windfall.


“There is some interest, I know a man looking for a tract of land, keen to enter into conversation—”


Master Mr. Bodkin held up a hand to stop him. He would not sell Bodkin’s Hundred.


He didn’t have to say it, he’d said it before: “Sell the graves of my family? Sell the clay that we dug?”
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Hollingsworth showed him a roster, and they discussed the value of each item on the list.


“These two are quite young, sir, but no doubt we can sell them at a good price.”


Master Mr. Bodkin scanned down the list, found the names under discussion. They were Flora’s children. Raleigh and Temple.


“No, not them. They’ll stay. Find them a place there. The kitchen perhaps. Lo will watch after them.”





“He got some sickness, I guess,” said Raleigh.


“Couldn’t barely walk,” said Temple. “Wrapped in a blanket look like some kinda spook witch.”


Master Mr. Bodkin had the flu. His doctor had thought that the clean country air, the comfort of his homeplace, might mend him. It was a last-ditch attempt. The doctor suspected that he’d sent Master Mr. Bodkin home to die, and on a settee in the library, adrift on a river of laudanum, watched over by his portrait of Gunnery, he did.





Raleigh and Temple had finished their apples, thrown the cores as far as they could across the river, and had set about an argument over fish.


“If the frogs are peeping, the fish are awake.”


“It’s too cold for fish,” said Raleigh.


“It ain’t too cold for peeper frogs. Listen at them.”


The year’s crop of frogs was calling out its a relentless throb.


“Frogs are so happy. They tell everybody.” Raleigh said.


The children listened, and as they stood with heads cocked, the striker on the bell by the New House clanged a slow and steady knell. The somber rhythm rolled across the fields of Bodkin’s Hundred with a clear meaning. Master Mr. Bodkin was dead.





Lo had put out a loaf of winter wheat bread and a tub of fresh butter. Gee held a jug of cider and poured cupfuls around.
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“Fern and Liza still up the house?” Lo asked.


Gee nodded that they were.


Raleigh looked hard into the faces around the table. It wasn’t sadness that he saw, but worry. Sad grown-ups would answer questions, worried ones never wanted to talk.


The bell had stopped ringing the news. The peeper frogs sang on from their puddles.


“We gonna wait and see,” said Lo. “Ain’t nothing we can do about it. We just have to wait and see what happens now.”
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Chapter Three


In the City


Summer 1846


Jed Stokes did not walk into the city the next morning, as he had intended. Tasks presented themselves to him, and he soon settled into his chores.


From the snare by the big red cedar Jed pulled a strangled rabbit. His knife made quick work of the cleaning, and he threw the gut pile and the fur down the rocks toward the river, where the birds would find them. He built his fire against a nearby pine, so the needles would blur the smoke and drift it out among the trees like a wisp of heavy fog.


He spit roasted the rabbit and ate it in the crook of a massive fallen chestnut. When he finished, he reclined along the trunk of the chestnut, watched the light change against the leaves, and listened to the forest.


Under the trunk of the chestnut, Jed dug out a flat place and smoothed the dirt, where he stacked a small pallet of twigs to keep his belongings elevated. He gathered laurel and leaned it against the trunk to create a rudimentary shelter. He surveyed his work, satisfied with what he’d done. In the afternoon he walked back up the road to a grove of peach trees he’d seen and plucked a few ripe ones.


He expected to be pulled into the city like a leaf into a river hole, and although he didn’t understand, or couldn’t articulate, how exactly this was going to happen, if anyone had been there to ask him he’d have said that he 26was ready. The evidence of his activities, however, pointed out that he was perhaps less prepared than he admitted to himself. His chores, at least, he understood completely, and therefore kept at the plain and obvious tasks of survival. As he tidied his burrow, hunted and cleaned small game, built his fire, and mixed his corn mush, he told himself these were necessary. In the woods he perambulated a circle that brought him up to the gardens of some country houses, from which he snuck greens and okra to augment the peaches.


Life in the woods was easy, and it didn’t occur to him to leave until his cornmeal was down to the corner of the sack, at which point he took up his coins and walked to the general store he’d seen along the road that led into town.


When the door shut behind him, he felt the stillness of the air, the dust trapped in the corners. The smoke of the lamp that had clung to the wall smelled oily and pungent. The man behind the counter looked up and greeted Jed.


“Yessir can I help?”


Jed blinked in the gray light of the store. How long had he been in the woods, he wondered? The pressure of a man’s focus seemed new and strangely intense.


“Can I do you for?” The man had a mustache that looked as if it belonged to someone else, furry and fat and wriggling above his lip like it wanted to go home.


Jed knew that this was easy, and reminded himself that all he had to do was open his mouth and make the shapes of the words that corresponded with what it was that he wanted, but he couldn’t make himself do it.


The glass tops of the candy jars reflected corners of light and sparkled in front of him. The coffee beans in the burlap sack that leaned against the wall behind the counter smelled of dark oil and roasted wood.


Jed looked at the barrels, and said, over the cornmeal: “Some of this.”


“Yessir,” said the shopkeeper, relieved that the wild-eyed man intended to purchase goods. “How about some side meat to go along with that corn? Got a good salted piece of hog in just yesterday. Nice streak of lean.”
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Jed nodded and dug from his purse a few coins.


The man and his mustache were jovial, and they seemed full of absurd condescension as they thanked Jed for his patronage and bowed in mock solemnity to close the deal. Jed felt a surge of anger and felt that he needed to defend himself from being mocked.


“My money’s good, ain’t it?”


The shopkeeper had no answer, which Jed counted as a victory. Outside, Jed saw an old flat spade leaning against the wall and he reached out smoothly and carried it off.


Back up the hill, at his Chestnut, Jed stripped the laurel stems off the roof of his hole, and while it was exposed he used the spade to dig out his floor enough so that he could sit without bending his head. The spade was old and had been left out so that the handle had dried and started to crack. Jed shook his head at this proof that the shopkeeper was a fool who didn’t know the value of things or how to care for a simple tool.


He let the air move through the burrow, and then reassembled the laurel leaf cover, adding to it, and taking care that it’d keep out the weather.


Having civilized his camp in such a way made him feel better about himself.


Every day, he spent careful hours making sure his things were in place, the dirt smooth, hanging his blanket from a cord he’d fastened between two branches. He imagined, in the slanted light of the morning, that if his father were alive he’d hike himself up atop the trunk of the fat chestnut tree, sit with his leg bouncing over his knee as he was wont, and smile at the simple and clean grace that his son had made here in the woods.


After Jed learned the woods around his camp, and the few houses with gardens nearby, he gradually expanded his circles until he became familiar with the road that led to town. The houses there, small farmsteads and the homes of businesspeople, were just like those of Alcott’s Brook, and he felt enough at ease. In the way that these things happen, folks started to recognize him.
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Jed helped a man who was struggling to repair a fence that kept his milk cows.


“I need three hands is what I need,” said the man, laughing at the futility of trying to hold the fence board by pressing his weight against it.


Jed walked over, nodding, and held the plank up steady so the man could drive the nail. They drank cool water and shook hands and Jed met the man’s wife, who gave him a piece of cheese to take with him.


They asked if Jed was new around here, and he said he reckoned he was, so they figured he’d moved into a tavern up the road. Jed let them think what they wanted to think.


He felt like an explorer, mapping a steadily increasing area, although he more resembled a man wandering aimlessly through a pathless swamp. His excursions and the familiarity he bred with the folks along the road bolstered his confidence, and bit by bit, he introduced himself to the city.


In the first neighborhood he explored, the houses were like castles, with polished brass on every door, new paint, and stairs swept clean. Some of the houses had staid stone columns, or fluted wood painted white, or, and this impressed Jed most of all, iron forged to look like vines. This was a world firmly ordered, he thought, in which nature was kept at bay. The patterns—so rigid, so squared, so clearly a victory over wildness—the wrought iron imitations of leaves were like a taunt, a tease, to that which had fallen. The air was bright and breezy along the spine of the hill.


Jed stepped aside, overtly chivalric, to allow two women in hooped skirts with their corsets drawn tight to pass. They were young, their cheeks were high, their lips were red. The smell of gardenias and bergamot wafted through the air behind them. Women like flowers, stoops of polished marble, everything as fresh as snowmelt.


Deeper into town, on a street with no houses, just one business after another, the purpose of none of which were clear to Jed, there stood a black man with a cauldron of oil over a fire, frying fish. Jed bought a piece, crusted in cornmeal and dowsed in pepper vinegar. He ate standing, wiping his hands on a piece of newspaper the cook handed him.
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“What fish is this?”


“Rockfish?” The black man raised his eyebrows.


Jed had never eaten fish that swam in salt water. His fish were bass, trout, bluegills, cats—muddy tasting river fish. This was firm, fat, and salty.


“It’s delicious.”


The cook nodded a bow, a mixture of deference and disdain.


Jed pointed to what looked like a bushel of rocks.


“What are those?”


“These here?”


Jed nodded.


“These here are oysters.”


“They good?”


“You ain’t had oysters?”


Jed shook his head. The man cracked six of them—unhinging the rocks and cleaving them in half, setting them atop the barrelhead next to the bottle of pepper vinegar. Jed stood, dumbfounded. The gray, tender flesh quivered against the pale white and purple lip of the inside.


“Hang on, all right, all right,” the man cracked another oyster for himself, splashed some of the vinegar sauce on it, did the same on Jed’s and said: “Like me.”


He sucked it down. Jed followed suit.


“There you go, sir. That’s it.”


Jed’s face was alight.


“Thank you, sir,” said Jed.


The cook looked up and down the street, suspicious of this innocent white man who looked him in the eye and thanked him. Jed ate the oysters and proffered another coin but the cook refused it.


“You all right, boy. Now get on,” said the cook.


Jed thanked him again and continued downhill, toward Shockoe Bottom.


Jed’s life had been spent tasting almost nothing but the earth he was born on. His butter tasted like Stokes mountain grass, just as his family’s pigs tasted 30like Stokes mountain acorns. His beans and his greens tasted the same every year, grown from their own seed, watered by Stokes mountain rain. These oysters. They were something else entirely. Jed Stokes had never seen the ocean, never watched a tide, never smelled seaweed. The oyster was a window.


Bright spots sustained Jed. He could wave to the man whose fence he’d help to fix, and eat oysters with the black cook, and feel as if he were part of something. The city itself, however, seemed to deny him, to elude him. He walked for hours each day, and came home to his burrow.


As time went on, he became more furtive. He slunk along in his explorations of the city, trying not to be noticed, adopting casual airs and slinking into shadows when he could. He saw a group of men standing in front of a barbershop, and he turned into an alley to avoid walking past them. He stuck to a pattern, a course, allowing small distractions and avoidances to distract him but never to rule him.


He cared for his burrow in the morning, when he woke, and the process became a ritual. He raked the dirt with laurel leaves, straightened the coverings, then did it again. He lit a small fire, and slurped a cornmeal porridge, or ate a pilfered apple while counting his coins. He found that when he counted them, he couldn’t remember the total. He had to count them three times before he learned how much money was left in his pouch. It wasn’t much.


He stole when he could. He’d loiter by the bread man’s cart until his back was turned and make off with a loaf. He’d duck into the back door of a butcher shop while the butcher was chasing cats down the alley and grab a sausage.


Embarrassed to be seen by the man whose fence he’d fixed, he’d cut into the woods rather than walk in front of his house, and pause behind the underbrush to watch the man and his wife as they worked around the homestead. Their movements no longer made sense to him, but he was curious about what they did.


In early October he stopped and watched them as the sun set and after they’d gone inside he snatched a chicken from their henhouse and ran up 31into his woods with it. He swung it hard in a circle to break its neck while he darted through the soft fall leaves.


The first time he walked through the city at night, it was because he’d been startled awake by a crack of twigs and found himself unable to get back to sleep. Rather than cower in his burrow, he stepped out into the night. The moon shone through the yellowing leaves, and the air was crisp and clean. He stretched and walked a bit and soon found himself comfortably walking through the streets of Richmond with no concern as to whether or not he belonged there. Nothing was for sale at night, nothing was expected of him. He held the shadows around him like a cloak, and looked at whatever he wanted to look at without the prying, questioning eyes of the shopkeepers. A wandering man must explain himself during the day, but at night he was free.


Shortly thereafter he found himself resistant, and then wholly unwilling to leave his burrow under the tree during the day. He slept through the morning. Woke in the afternoon and tidied the burrow, swept the dirt, arranged the laurels, checked the snares, ate some cornmeal, and watched the sun go down. He walked next to the road, in the woods, until he reached the edge of the city, where he stopped and watched as folks returned to their houses, lit their porch lights, stoked the fires that chuffed smoke out of the chimneys and drifted across the rooftops. Once the doors were closed and the people’s attention was turned inward, toward their families and their evening tasks, Jed emerged and walked through shadows. He had learned where the raucous taverns and saloons were, where the meeting halls filled with political rallies and arguments that stretched on into the night were, and he walked near them, but just out of view.


One night, on a quiet street he came across a young, well-to-do man leaned back upon a stoop, his hand dropped around a bottle of whiskey. Jed looked at the man’s well-oiled beard and watched his chest move up and down under his clean, fitted gray coat. Jed carefully plucked the bottle from the man’s grip, and found it to be half full. He moved on; the man stayed as he was.
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The whiskey was clean and soft, like honey when he compared it to the fiery home still stuff of Alcott’s Brook. He swigged, and held it by the neck as he set to walking through the lingering drifts of the scents of old clothes and burning tobacco. An argument between a man and a woman bounced between the bricks, over top of a clattering of wagon wheels farther away. He stood at the corner where the hellfire preacher hollered during the day and laughed.


He walked past low, rough buildings, and into a scraggly field to a small creek, where he knelt at the bank and parted the stiff grass. He set the bottle by his side and leaned toward the water with hands outstretched until the putrescence from the brook rose like hot air from a stove and pushed him back. In the darkness he could see lumps of filth floating in the weak stream. He picked his way along the bank which was littered with broken glass, slaked his thirst with whiskey, and walked until the creek drained into an arched culvert, where he scrambled up to the street. He had come to the docks. The air smelled of pitch.


Warehouses loomed, facing the docks, their sliding doors drawn tight and locked, the stoops that led to their offices swept clean. Hearing voices, he hugged the walls of the buildings and walked toward the noise, curious. When he came to a tall fence of pickets—the poles were thick, sharpened to points, and higher than his hand could reach if he stretched—he understood that most of the noise came from within these walls. Ghostly noises, rooted in misery, full of pain.


It didn’t seem like a fort. More like a jail. He searched the wall for some point of entry, his fingers grazing the creosote-soaked timber.


There was a heavy creak, and a deep thudding bell rang out. One pull of the bell rope, the clapper struck twice, and the shuddering hung in the air. Two light chimes answered from the water.


A gate in the picket twenty paces farther on rasped open, heavy iron complaining as it slid on the inlays.


“Move ’em!” someone shouted.


Jed flattened himself against the picket wall.
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“Go on, go on!”


A whip cracked.


Chains ground their links together as from the gate appeared black men, chained together at the neck and at the feet, so that they themselves made a chain. Their hands were locked to the links that connected them at the neck. They lumbered forth onto the cobblestones, trying to find a rhythm that would keep them from bouncing, pulling their collars, and choking one another. One in the middle stumbled, and a white man ran forward from behind the walls, hollered, and cracked a whip. What had been a stumble became a fall. The captive crumpled to his knees, halting the lurching progress of the terrible snake. The two men closest to the man now on the ground were on their knees. A white man rushed forth from the gate and brought the butt of his whip down hard on the fallen man’s head.


“Hey, now, these is purchased and paid for goods. These boys is worth money! Get them on the boat in one piece!”


The man with the whip pulled the fallen man up, taunting him. The black men were naked. They didn’t look up.


A man on a nervous filly rode out of the gate, having a hard time keeping her on task. She skittered on the cobbles, drifting and turning. She didn’t like the sound of the whip or the smell of fear in the air.


A lantern appeared on the deck of a ship, and the twenty captives trudged across the road toward its inconstant light.


The horseman and his partner stayed on the shore.


The black men stopped on the gangplank, their chains thudded together like a terrifying drum.


“C’mon! This way!” called the man on the boat. “C’mon, move!”


But the black men didn’t move.


“Move, damn you!” cried the man standing on the shore.


The filly skittered sideways.


One of the chained called out: “Has the bell rung?”


In unison, the reply came: “The bell done rung!”
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“I said, ‘has the bell rung?’” His voice was strong.


The filly was spinning around. The man standing on the shore reached for the pistol stuck in his belt.


Again, the choir: “The bell done rung.”


The big voice of the leader boomed: “I stand on a sea of glass and fire!”


The black men took one step to the right, all of them. The chains clunked and the choir answered: “The bell done rung!”


Again the leader boomed: “And the lord gonna lift my soul up higher!”


“The bell done rung!”


They took a step to the left, as one. The chains were heavy and the sound they made was dull and thick. As one, the twenty plunged off the side of the gangplank and into the water. They did not shout or try to catch themselves.


They had found a moment of freedom in the space between the shore and the boat, and they had decided to stay there.


The surface erupted into sprays, and the river gave a deep, reverberating thunk. The chains pulled the men down, and foamy ripples broke against the hulls of the docked boats.


The filly broke and ran, eyes bulging, lunging while the man astride her pulled on her reins, feet thrust forward now to better leverage everything he had against the animal. He was screaming, cussing, and the filly was swinging her head back and forth, trying to shake the bit out of her mouth. With each bound forward she gained momentum, until she crashed straight into a wrought iron fence. The rider flew out of the saddle, headlong over the iron fence, and smacked against the bricks of the building behind it. He flopped to the ground, his body at unnatural angles, bleeding from his head.


There were bubbles rising in the river.


The filly backed up and shimmied herself into order; she trotted back into the gate with her head held high and her nostrils flaring.


“We have to tell somebody,” said the man on the shore.


“Is he dead, too?” said the man on the gangplank.
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They walked to the dismounted rider, crumpled at the foundation of the warehouse. He was lodged in the narrow space between the wrought iron and the brick, and the two men couldn’t get to him. He groaned. They promised to get him help and ran off, hollering, panicked and confused.


Jed was breathing hard.


He blinked and tried to will the whole thing away. He crossed the street and stared into the slow swirl of the river, brown and thick. There were no more bubbles rising from the dead, chained together on the river’s floor.


Jed turned and looked at the broken man dying against the brick wall, and saw blood in a pool under his ruined form. He looked at the lantern on the boat.


He didn’t want to be here when the men came back.


He walked upstream, heading west, disgusted.


The wind picked up as he walked, and the bluster was formidable by the time Jed made it to his burrow. Looking south he saw black clouds in the dawn light. The river was roiling and frothed. The wind came in gusts on top of a persistent, relentless blow. He stood at the edge of the cliff, then squatted to lessen the blows of the buffeting wind. It wasn’t raining, yet, or not raining much, more like the wind was just pushing water around in the air—he’d find his cheek was damp, but there were no raindrops. The trees behind him creaked like the old chairs on Tomlinson’s porch back in Alcott’s Brook. He ducked into the shelter of the chestnut and huddled against the root ball. The trunk was wide enough to cover him, and he’d swept the dirt up until it had formed rough mud walls. He watched the thin branches on either side of the tree whip in the wind. When the rain came, it hit hard. Now there was thunder, and sheets of water. Trees bent, and he heard branches snap, then boughs, then the rushing tumble of whole trunks ripped from the ground. Water seeped in, muddying his floor. He took up his things and held them in his lap, hoping that the pallet he sat upon would be tall enough to keep him from sinking into the mud.
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Every time Jed felt that the storm had reached its maximum power and would soon dissipate, it grew in strength. The wind lifted trees from the mud and threw them against the forest floor. The rain came now like a wave, a waterfall. The storm raged without cessation, without respite. Jed cowered in his den, whimpering. Surely this was biblical. Surely this was the end of the world.


He had almost forgotten words, had Jed. His thoughts, so immediate for so long, had barely resembled language. They were impulsive, instinctual flashes that led to immediate action meant to preserve him and the small order which he imposed upon his world. Now, language overtook him. He was aware, for the first time in weeks, months, of how alive he was. He cried out and felt his voice tiny in the battering forces of nature.


“What is this storm, then?” he asked, “if not a reckoning? Those black men sang out their last and plunged to their death and brought forth this. Their chant called forth some judgment. They sang out, and the bell they cried for has now rung. Why have I been included in this? Am I to be washed away?”


If it was time, he thought, he wanted to be neither sheep nor goat. He felt neither was accurate. He’d had nothing with which to grant comfort, nor anything to deny anyone. Who had he turned away? No one. He’d moved from his mountain, to this hill, and he’d lived as sealed and quiet and alone as a man might live. These thoughts poured through him like prayers. He was terrified.


A tree fell across the great chestnut under which he huddled, and the tree shook but didn’t move.


What do I have to do with this? It isn’t my doing that cracked the sky open.


He saw, by the way the tree had fallen across the chestnut, that it had formed another layer of protection and cover. He wondered if the destructive force that whipped such fury all around had heard him and agreed. This vengeance—how could it be anything else?—was not against him.
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At sunset, the clouds broke, and the storm ceased. He crawled out through the branches of the tree that had fallen across his chestnut. The sunset was glorious, streaks of color shot across the sky. He’d survived.


He gathered his things, inventoried them, and walked into Richmond.
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