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“The world is about to be on fire with the publication of The House Is On Fire.” —KATHLEEN GRISSOM, New York Times bestselling author of The Kitchen House
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PRAISE FOR THE HOUSE IS ON FIRE



“Beanland’s characters must carry both their own sudden losses and contend with the collective grief of a community and the violent darkness of the era. Split-second decisions in the face of danger forever alter the trajectory of so many lives—The House Is On Fire is stunning in its breadth and scope of human strength and in its insistence on love amidst destruction. From fragments of half-told history, Beanland creates a world that is real, aching, dark, and true.”

—KATIE RUNDE, author of The Shore

“I whipped through this book as if the pages themselves were on fire. Heart pounding and suspenseful, this is unputdownable historical fiction at its finest. In The House Is On Fire, Rachel Beanland gives us a front-row seat to a terrifying nineteenth-century calamity and the fascinating cast of villains, heroes, and everyone in between who must confront it and cope with the aftermath. These characters have been seared into my memory and this story will stick with me.”

—ELISE HOOPER, author of Angels of the Pacific

“Beanland proves again that she is a master storyteller with a tight grasp of the historical record. Here, with both warm and exacting prose, she has breathed life back into a night of shocking tragedy for a young country, returning to the Richmond Theater fire and the terror and humanity lost by two centuries of forgetting. The depth and realism of her characters is matched only by the galloping pace of this novel, which is likely to sit with unease and beauty in the minds of readers for a long while.”

—BRIAN CASTLEBERRY, author of Nine Shiny Objects

“I could not turn the pages fast enough! An absolutely propulsive feat of storytelling! The House Is On Fire reveals the little-known events of an American tragedy of Titanic proportion. In heart-stopping, intimate detail Beanland transports us directly into the souls of a truly diverse cast of Virginians, whose varied means of survival during the theater fire and in its deftly told aftermath not only paint a rich portrait of 1800s America, but also hold up a timeless mirror to the racial disparity revealed by unexpected loss—and the means through which we must all come together to rebuild. Brava!”

—AFIA ATAKORA, author of Conjure Women

“Rachel Beanland’s The House Is On Fire is an utterly captivating and essential read. From page one I was drawn into the lives of four brilliantly developed and unforgettable characters—Black, white, freed, and enslaved—who’s lives intertwine in unimaginable ways in the aftermath of one of early America’s deadliest tragedies, the Richmond Theater fire of 1811. Beautifully written, Beanland captures all that is unjust and wrong alongside all that is good and hopeful. The House Is On Fire is magnificent. I could not put it down.”

—NICOLA HARRISON, bestselling author of Montauk and The Show Girl

“Rachel Beanland’s The House Is On Fire is a harrowing mosaic and powerful feat of imagination, a retelling of one of America’s earliest tragedies through wildly different perspectives that not only illuminate the fissures of its day but speak powerfully to our own. This is historical fiction at its absolute best: deeply immersive, riveting, and ultimately timeless. I couldn’t put this book down.”

—CHIP CHEEK, author of Cape May

“Rachel Beanland’s new novel, The House Is On Fire, is a marvel. It has everything I want from historical fiction. It makes the past as urgent for its readers as it would have been for its characters. Beginning with one tragic mistake, the raising of a chandelier, Beanland expertly leads her readers through a spellbinding story of early America in all its complexity and contradiction.”

—KEVIN POWERS, author of National Book Award Finalist The Yellow Birds

“The House Is On Fire is a dynamic novel with an unforgettable cast of diverse and intricately and gracefully crafted characters. Beanland deftly explores the complications of community, race and class, loyalty and sacrifice, and the various types of freedom. Rachel Beanland, once again, has proven herself to be a remarkable storyteller.”

—DE’SHAWN CHARLES WINSLOW, author of In West Mills
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For Kevin






All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women

Merely players

They have their exits

And their entrances

And one man in his time

Plays many parts.

—William Shakespeare,

As You Like It (1599)







This novel is inspired by the true story of the 1811 Richmond Theater fire. While it is a fictional account of events, the four characters you will meet in these pages are based on the lives of real people who were affected by the disaster. To honor their stories, I have relied on the historical record whenever possible, using my imagination to fill in the holes and to pick up where the record leaves off.

It should be noted that in early nineteenth-century America, many spellings had not yet become standardized. When referring to geographic landmarks, such as Rockett’s Landing and the Potomac River, I have chosen to use modern-day spellings for the sake of consistency.
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Sally Campbell’s shoes are fashionable but extremely flimsy. She ordered them from Curtis Fairchild’s specifically for Richmond’s winter season, but now she feels like a fool for thinking she could get away with wearing them on the half-mile walk from her brother-in-law’s house to the theater.

The shoes, which are made of silk and lined with linen, are as pretty as they come, but they are no match for the terrain. It’s been so cold that the earth is frozen solid, which means that every bulge and divot beneath Sally’s feet feels like a knife blade through the shoes’ thin leather soles. “It’s possible I would have been no worse off barefoot,” she says to her sister-in-law Margaret when they reach the corner of H and Seventh Streets.

A fierce wind whips at the women’s faces, and they lean into each other, drawing the collars of their coats tight around their necks while they wait for Archie to catch up. “We need you, dear,” Margaret calls to her husband as he lumbers toward them.

Archie, amiable as ever, seems pleased to be needed.

“Be a gentleman and walk in front of us,” says Margaret. Then she winks at Sally and says in a voice loud enough for Archie to hear, “We’ll let him block the wind.”

Archie gives them an exaggerated bow and touches the brim of his hat, but when he rounds the corner, he has to hold on to it with both hands. The wind comes from the east and spills down Richmond’s main thoroughfare, taking the last of the leaves on the trees with it. Margaret and Sally fall into formation behind Archie, tucking their chins to their chests.

As they pass the capitol, Sally can hear the church bells from a few blocks away chime seven o’clock. The capitol is an imposing Palladian structure, and its plaster of Paris facade shines under a canopy of stars. In the pastures that surround the building, Sally tries to make out the shapes of grazing cows. She can hear their irate grunts, carried in the wind, and knows that, in weather such as this, they are huddled close together, too.

“Just another block or two,” says Margaret, who married into the Campbell family just a few years after Sally did and has, over the past half dozen or so years, become not just a sister to Sally but a dear friend.

Margaret is such a dear friend, that she has not uttered a single complaint about venturing out in this weather. Sally knows she’d have preferred to remain at home, in front of a warm fire, but since Sally gave her hosts the tickets to tonight’s performance as a gift, Margaret is doing an admirable job pretending there is nowhere else she’d rather be.

The truth, of course, is that the tickets were as much a gift to Sally as anyone else. She loves the theater—the extravagant props, the audacious costumes, the monologues that move her to tears. Back when Robert used to bring her to Richmond, they’d gone to the theater every chance they got, but in the three years since his death, she’s had little reason to come to the capital at all, much less to see a play.

The theater sits at the intersection of H and Fourteenth Streets, catty-corner to the capitol and on the crest of Shockoe Hill. It is an impressive building, with a commanding view of the wharf. Beyond the wharf is the James River, which curls around Church Hill, winding its way past Rockett’s Landing and all the way to Jamestown.

The old theater, which was barely more than an oversized barn, burned to the ground the year before Robert and Sally were married, and for several years the Charleston-based Placide & Green and other touring acting troupes had to perform in the old market building, local taverns, or not at all. Sally and Robert saw André at The Swan and The Taming of the Shrew at City Tavern, and while it was nearly impossible to hear the actors’ lines over the din of the crowd, Sally thought the taverns-turned-theaters weren’t all bad. She liked the buzzy feeling she got when she drank down a pint of cider too fast and began reciting Shakespeare in Robert’s ear; on the nights she took his earlobe between her teeth and he called her his wee drunkard in his thick Scottish accent, they rarely made it through three acts.

The new theater has some nice upgrades: a real stage—with wings large enough to store even the most extravagant props and set pieces, an oversized pit, and a proper ticket booth. There is a separate gallery for slaves and free Blacks and plenty of box seats on the second and third floors for those who can afford them. The building is sided with brick, but it’s clear the theater’s managers cut corners on the finishings. They planked the lobby but left the rest of the dirt floors exposed; the boxes are sparsely furnished with a smattering of uncomfortable chairs and benches; the windows are so drafty they have to be boarded up during the winter months; and some nights, in this new space, the pitch of the crowd gets so loud Sally would almost swear the acoustics were better at The Swan.

When Sally, Margaret, and Archie near the theater, they find a large crowd gathered outside the building’s double doors, waiting to get to the ticket booth inside. The exterior of the building is plastered with playbills announcing the evening’s performance:


Last week of Performance this Season. Mr. Placide’s Benefit. Will certainly take place on Thursday next, When will be presented, an entire New PLAY, translated from the French of Didurot, by a Gentleman of this City, Called THE FATHER; or FAMILY FEUDS.



“Isn’t Diderot spelled with an e?” Sally asks, but Margaret isn’t paying attention.

“Pardon us, excuse me. We’ve already got tickets, we’re just trying to get inside.” Margaret removes the tickets from her reticule and waves them in the air, as if they alone can part the sea of people that stand between the Campbells and the building’s warm interior.

Inside the lobby, a Negro man wearing a short-skirted waistcoat inspects their tickets and directs the three of them down a narrow passage to an even skinnier staircase, which is crowded with people, everyone making their way to their seats on the second and third floors. As they file up the stairs, Sally pays attention to the other women’s footwear. Most of them have worn shoes every bit as silly as hers.

“So, who’s this mysterious ‘gentleman of the city’ who’s translating Diderot?” Sally asks Margaret when they reach the first landing.

“I assume it’s Louis Hue Girardin. He runs the Hallerian Academy. On D Street.”

Sally doesn’t know much of anything about Richmond’s private academies, having spent her formative years in the country. “Is that the funny building that’s shaped like an octagon?”

“That’s the one,” says Margaret before looking over her shoulder for her husband. “Archie, what was the story with Girardin? In France?”

“He was a viscount. A real royalist.” Archie is already winded, and Sally strains to hear him. “Was about to be guillotined, by the sound of things.”

“So, he fled to America?” she asks.

“Twenty years ago now,” says Margaret. “Very dramatic escape.”

“No wonder he likes Diderot,” says Sally.

When they reach the second floor, Margaret looks at their tickets, but Sally stops her and points up at the ceiling. “Our box is on the third floor.” Sally glances backward at her brother-in-law, who is bent at the waist, trying to catch his breath. “Sorry, Archie,” she says.

On the following flight of stairs, the crowd thins some, although the echo of people’s footsteps, combined with the buzz of so many conversations happening at once, still makes it hard for Sally to hear what Margaret is saying. “Girardin used to teach at William and Mary, but he’s been here for at least a decade. Married one of the Charlottesville Coles. Polly. She’s the middle daughter, I think. Anyway, I doubt Williamsburg agreed with her. How could it?” Margaret lowers her voice and Sally leans in. “Eliza Carrington was telling me she thinks the school Girardin’s running barely keeps a roof over their heads, which is too bad because, from all accounts, he is quite brilliant.”

“I would guess so,” says Sally. “Diderot isn’t easy.”

Sally’s own education was devoid of Diderot or Rousseau or any of their contemporaries. Her father, for all his intellect, had not been a particularly learned man. He was an excellent orator and statesman, but his arguments didn’t come from what he read in books so much as what he read on people’s faces. He’d practiced law without much of a legal education, then served in the House of Burgesses before the Revolution. There had been two terms as governor and a stint in the Virginia House of Delegates, and while his political life had given him plenty of wisdom to impart to his children, he was much more likely to be found rolling around on the floor with them than teaching them anything useful.

Sally’s brothers’ education had been outsourced. Private tutors instructed the boys in Latin and Greek, history and geography, until they were ready to attend Hampden-Sydney College, where none of them had proved to be especially fine students. Sally and her sisters were instructed by their mother, Dorothea, who read little besides The Art of Cookery, but had managed that singular and spectacular feat of catching a husband equal to her in wealth and rank, which—in her opinion—made her eminently qualified to educate her daughters. Dorothea taught her girls to read and write, produce neat stitchwork, and paint periwinkles and pansies that didn’t drip down the paper-thin edges of porcelain teacups. She hired a neighbor to give the girls lessons on the pianoforte and a dancing instructor who came all the way from Lynchburg to teach all the children how to dance a proper minuet.

It was Robert who had plugged the holes in Sally’s education. The first time he’d ridden out to Red Hill, to introduce himself to her father and to make a pitch for the new company store he was running in Marysville, he’d spent several minutes inspecting her father’s small library. The bookshelves contained legal treatises and law dictionaries, but few novels and almost no poetry or plays. Sally had been reading on the settee in the parlor when he arrived, and she stayed put when her father went looking for his ledger.

“Have you read these?” Robert asked, running his hands along the eight leather-bound volumes of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa.

“All of them,” said Sally, watching him from across the room. “Twice.”

Robert looked up at her, amused. “Pamela, too?”

“Don’t be confused,” said Sally. “I much prefer novels that don’t relegate women to housewifery. But they’re few and far between. And given our geography, I’m not in a good position to be choosy.”

Robert looked out the window, in the direction of the carefully manicured boxwoods, which bordered a path that led across the yard, past the slave cabins, and down to the tobacco fields. Beyond the fields, the Roanoke River wound its way across Virginia’s Southside and all the way to the North Carolina coast. “I suppose it probably is quite difficult to get books out here,” he said.

Sally studied him. She guessed he was ten years older than her, although at seventeen, she was a very bad judge. His hair was still dark, but his skin betrayed either age, hard use, or both.

When he abandoned the window and turned to face her, his eyes gleamed. “So, if not dutiful wives, what kind of heroines do you prefer?”

She revealed the book she had tucked into her skirt when he entered the room, and he moved a little closer, squinting at the stamped foil on the cover.

“Charlotte Temple?”

“Susanna Rowson’s very clever, I think.”

“I think so, too, but if you don’t like dutiful housewives, you can do better than reading about poor Charlotte’s downfall.”

“You’ve read it?”

“Aye.”

“Most of the men I know won’t touch a novel, let alone one written by a woman.”

“Why not?”

“They say they’re a corrupting influence.”

“Corrupting to whom?” said Robert, a hint of a smirk at the corner of his mouth.

Sally had been disappointed when her father returned and their conversation was cut short. But then, less than a fortnight later, Robert returned to Red Hill with a special-ordered horse saddle for her father and a copy of Rowson’s play Slaves in Algiers for her.

“It’s not a novel,” said Robert, “but it’s clear she’s got something to say.”

After that, there had been a steady stream of books. On each of Robert’s visits, after he finished his business with Sally’s father, he came to find her. And, for her part, Sally made herself easy to find.

Sally’s father grew ill the winter she turned nineteen. As spring turned to summer and his condition worsened, the stream of visitors to Red Hill slowed to a trickle. Still, Robert continued to ride out to the property, eventually giving up even the pretense that he had business with her father.

On one visit, he brought Sally his brother Tom’s poetry collection, The Pleasures of Hope, which had just been published in Edinburgh to some acclaim. She read the poems several times over and eventually realized that she had stopped paying attention to the language—which was lovely—and had instead started to mine the book for details about Robert’s childhood in Glasgow.

There was one line that she hadn’t been able to put out of her mind, and she asked Robert about it on his next visit, when he found her under a honey locust tree, near the herb garden. “There’s this part about ‘the brother of his childhood,’ who ‘seems restored a while in every pleasing dream.’ Is he writing about someone in particular?”

Robert inspected his hands. “Aye. About our brother Jamie. He drowned in the Clyde when he was thirteen.”

“I’m sorry.”

“My brother Archie and I were already in Berbice. But Tom was six, and he was the one who found him. First his clothes, and then his body, a little further down the river.”

Sally had also lost brothers, and on days when she was being honest with herself, she could acknowledge that her father’s condition was worsening and that, soon, she would lose him, too. She felt a sudden urge to wrap her arms around Robert, to tell him that she knew something of the “hopeless tears” his brother described.

But all she said was “It’s a beautiful poem.”

It hadn’t occurred to Sally, before she met Robert, that marriage might be anything other than a series of duties, performed over a procession of years, but when they married, she had been pleasantly surprised to find she’d been wrong. In Marysville, where Robert had rented a house for them, there was plenty of work to fill her days, but there were also long, dark nights when she curled against her husband’s chest, listening to the soft thud of his heart as he read to her by the glow of a lamp. It wasn’t a bad way to be introduced to the French philosophers, all things considered.

There is a logjam in the third-floor lobby, where everyone has stopped to examine their tickets and confirm their box numbers. “We’re this way,” says Margaret, plowing her way across the lobby and down one of the long, narrow hallways that wraps around the building. Sally follows close behind.

“Pardon me,” she says as she turns sideways to let a wide-hipped woman, coming from the opposite direction, pass. Behind her, the hallway is empty.

“We’ve lost Archie,” Sally calls to Margaret as she hurries to catch up.

Margaret waves a hand over her shoulder. “I’m sure he got stuck talking to someone. He’ll find us.”

Archie is a factor and shareholder with Buchanan, Hopkirk & Co., one of Glasgow’s oldest and largest tobacco houses. The company has fourteen stores in Virginia, where planters can bring their gold leaf tobacco to sell, and in return, buy a fine assortment of imported goods against their ever-expanding lines of credit. Robert ran the store in Marysville, but his older brother’s role is far larger. Not only does Archie oversee all the company’s storekeepers, but its warehouses, too. With ships from Glasgow arriving all the time—either via the Potomac, the Rappahannock, or the James—it is advantageous for the company to maintain warehouses up and down the state’s fall line, which means Archie regularly travels between Richmond and Petersburg, Fredericksburg and Falmouth. Sally knows Margaret grows weary of it, and that she is especially grateful for the winter months, when all of his clients come to him.

Richmond in the winter is a perennial party. The General Assembly meets from early December through late January, its one hundred and ninety-five delegates and twenty-four senators presenting and voting on a year’s worth of legislation during the brief window of time when it is too cold to plant so much as a radish in the ground. Virginia’s planters travel to the capital with their families, staying in taverns and boardinghouses—if they don’t have property in town—or with family and friends who can host them. During the day, the men convene at the capitol and the women shop or call on friends who live too far afield to visit during the remaining ten months of the year. At night, there are card parties and balls and—of course—plays.

“Here we are,” says Margaret. “Box six.” She pulls aside a thick velvet curtain to reveal a box already crowded with more than a dozen people, all of whom look far less interested in the impending performance than in each other.

“Well, if it isn’t Sally Henry,” says a voice that comes from a dark corner of the box, where several men are congregated.

Sally can feel the muscles between her shoulder blades tighten. She took Robert’s name a dozen years ago now, as a girl of nineteen, but plenty of men still refuse to think of her as anyone other than Patrick Henry’s daughter.

She turns to find Tom Marshall smiling at her.

“Mr. Marshall,” says Sally, offering him her hand and a shallow grin.

Tom is a congenial man, whom Sally knew best when they were children and their fathers regularly sat on the same side of the courtroom together. When the Henrys lived at Salisbury, the families saw each other with some regularity.

“Still as gorgeous as a Greek goddess.”

“Don’t lie to me.” Sally is a becoming woman, although she believes that, at thirty-one years old, she’s lost the privilege of being called gorgeous. Her hair, which has always been dark, still falls past her shoulders in loose waves, but now there is a single streak of gray that is hard to hide when she rolls the curls that frame her face. Her eyes are a dull gray—not blue like her sister Dolly’s—and while Sally was proud of her pale complexion as a girl, Robert’s finances were never so secure that she could afford to stay out of the sun. In the nine years she was married, her skin turned a golden brown.

“Margaret, you know Tom Marshall?” Sally asks, almost certain that she does.

“We met at the races. Was it last year or the year before?”

Tom takes Margaret’s hand, then asks after Archie. Before Margaret can explain that he is on his way, Tom cuts her off. “Do you both know my cousin, Edward Colston?” Margaret does, Sally does not. “And then, this fine fellow is my good friend Alexander Scott.”

Sally does not know that she would have described Mr. Scott, who wears an oversized cravat and leans on a sword cane, as a fine fellow. He is probably no older than Robert was when he died, but he carries himself like an old man. Whereas Robert was sturdy, with cheeks the color of cherries, Mr. Scott is pale and so thin he looks ready to blow over in a strong breeze. He wears a beard, which obscures his mouth completely, and his shoulders are so stooped she is tempted to treat him like one of Margaret’s children and tell him to stand up straight. All that being said, he has nice eyes, which counts for something.

“Are you any relation to Richard Scott?” Margaret asks. “The delegate from Fairfax County?”

Mr. Scott shakes his head no. “I know him. I think he’s here tonight, in fact. But I can’t say I’m related to him.”

“Mr. Scott is himself serving in the Assembly. He’s in his first term,” says Tom.

Margaret gives her new acquaintance an appraising look, as if she hadn’t quite seen him before. “House or Senate?”

“House.”

Mr. Scott seems unwilling or unable to supply further information on the subject, so Margaret asks, “For which county?”

“Fauquier.”

This might have been the right time for Mr. Scott to offer the women some cursory details about his life, or to ask them something about theirs. Instead, he fumbles with the watch fob that hangs from his waistcoat and checks the time. Margaret is not one to be easily put off, so she makes a show of looking around the box. “And is your wife with you this evening?”

Sally presses the toe of her shoe on Margaret’s foot. Her rule, when she accepted Margaret’s invitation to come to Richmond for the season, was that there would be no matchmaking.

“I’m here alone,” says Mr. Scott.

The answer is evasive, and Sally knows Margaret won’t like it, so she tries to steer the conversation into safer waters. “Do you like Diderot?”

Mr. Scott blinks at Sally. “Not particularly.” She waits for him to continue, to argue that Diderot was an atheist or even that his plots are flimsy. But he doesn’t justify his position.

Margaret can’t let him off the hook. “Is there perhaps another playwright you find more appealing?”

“I’m not much for plays,” he says and looks relieved when Archie announces his arrival in the box with a booming “What have I missed?”

There are more pleasantries and the puffing up of chests, the display of plumage. Sally removes her coat and, noting that the men have taken all the straight-backed chairs, secures an empty bench that has been pushed up against the box’s railing. She pulls it out and takes a seat, placing her jacket and a small handbag beside her.

Over the next few minutes, Sally watches the theater fill.

The pit, two stories below, is a sea of people who never stop moving. Tickets to the pit are cheap, and the seats are few and far apart, so most people abandon them altogether, choosing to spend the duration of the performance on their feet, mingling with their neighbors. At the front of the pit sits the orchestra, its members tuning their instruments to the hum of the crowd.

Sally can’t get a good look at the colored gallery, not from where she sits, but she can see into the boxes on the opposite side of the theater. She’s searching for people she knows. None of her brothers and sisters, with the exception of Fayette, spend much time in Richmond, but her cousins—particularly on her mother’s side—do. Lots of the girls she grew up going to parties with in Lynchburg and Farmville have married well enough to spend Christmas in the capital.

Margaret joins Sally and whispers in her ear, “That Mr. Scott’s quite the Don Quixote.” Then she gives Sally’s shoulder an affectionate bump, and Sally puts her head in her hands and lets out a low laugh that could easily be mistaken for a growl.

“What do I keep telling you?”

“I know, I know,” says Margaret. “You’re not ready.”

“And when and if I am,” Sally says, tossing a quick glance behind her, “please, God, not him.”

Margaret lets out a loud sigh.

“But I do appreciate it,” says Sally, trying to be serious.

“I just want to know that you’re going to be all right. You can’t live with your mother forever.”

“Can’t I?” Sally says, and both women allow themselves an earnest laugh.

It was universally acknowledged, among Sally’s friends and family, that she had been right to let go of the Marysville house. She stayed on there for more than a year after Robert died, but without the store, she had no income; it soon became obvious that the rent would deplete what little she’d inherited.

Sally thought about returning to Red Hill, but by then her mother had remarried and gone to live at her new husband’s home in Buckingham County. The Red Hill property, which Dorothea would have been entitled to keep until her death, had she not remarried, went instead to Sally’s youngest brothers, who were ill-equipped to manage a henhouse, much less an entire estate.

When push came to shove, Sally had stored her furniture and household goods at Red Hill and sent her personal effects to her mother’s. Then she’d packed a trunk and gone visiting. Her friends and relations were always happy to have her and she worked hard to be useful and to never overstay her welcome. Still, over the last two years, she’d grown weary of the constant travel and longed to settle down.

“My mother’s got a piece of property, Seven Islands, that my father intended for one of us girls.”

“Where is it?”

“Halifax County. Just across the river from Red Hill.”

“Wouldn’t you be lonely, out there all by yourself?”

Sally doesn’t have a good answer to that question. Maybe Margaret doesn’t realize that she always feels lonely, even when she is surrounded by people, even on a night like tonight. Especially on a night like tonight. “I’d have Lettie and Judith. And Andy.”

“Sally Campbell,” says Margaret, as if she is scolding one of her children. “Your slaves do not count.”

Behind them, Tom Marshall says something that puts the rest of the men in stitches.

Sally lowers her voice. “What choice do I have, Margaret?” It took her stepfather the better part of a year to unravel Robert’s finances and to convince a judge that, with no heirs, Sally deserved more than the dower’s share of her husband’s estate. He won her the household furniture, the livestock, Robert’s meager savings, and the couple’s slaves, which didn’t feel like much of a victory considering Sally had been the one to bring them to the marriage in the first place.

Margaret presses her lips together and casts her eyes about the theater, as if she is looking for a good distraction. She points at the box directly across from theirs. “That’s the governor and his wife.”

“The man with the big stock buckle?” Sally doesn’t recognize him, but then again, she hasn’t been to Richmond since he took office. “He’s handsome.”

“Oh, I don’t know—you don’t think his forehead’s a little high?”

Sally cocks an eyebrow in her sister-in-law’s direction. “Getting quite particular in your old age?” Archie, who is in his early fifties, is short and stout with a receding hairline and three chins where there was once only one. Sally thought Archie attractive when they first met, more than a decade ago, but the last few years have not been kind to him. She can only assume that Margaret, who is twenty years younger than him and quite comely, has noticed.

A small boy sits between the governor and his wife. “They have just the one child?” she asks Margaret.

“God, no. Seven or eight, I think. But they’re all his from his first marriage.”

Sally and Robert had wanted children. Sally, in fact, had been desperate for them. But each month, her courses had come like clockwork.

Her older sisters promised that if she swallowed three spoonfuls of honey each night, right before bed, she’d be pregnant in no time. But a year passed, and nothing happened. Soon, Sally was poring over Buchan’s Domestic Medicine and Culpeper’s Complete Herbal and English Physician and writing away to apothecaries in Philadelphia and even London for the herbs and extracts they prescribed. Over the next several years, she consumed dozens of tonics and teas, before eventually submitting to her physician, who prescribed bloodletting and blistering. The day she came home with a mercury douche, Robert finally intervened. “Perhaps it is enough for us to love each other, just as we are.”

He had been right, of course. Loving Robert was more than enough, and those last years before he died, when she abandoned all of the treatments and forced herself to embrace the life she had, as opposed to the life she wanted, were some of their happiest together.

Still, sometimes when Sally sees a family, like the one in front of her, she is filled with an anguish so intense it threatens to overwhelm her. She watches the governor ruffle the boy’s hair, sees the governor’s wife smile at the pair contentedly, and it is all she can do to remind herself that a child—even Robert’s child—would not have made his loss any easier to bear.
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Maria Price scolds Cecily as they hurry toward the theater. “I told you I wanted to leave at half past seven. How hard is it to be in the foyer at the appointed time?”

Cecily is struck by the way she can hear Maria’s mother’s voice in the sixteen-year-old girl. Maria has always been a good mimic, even when she and Cecily were young, but in recent years, it has gotten harder to tell what is an act and what is real. The phrase “I told you,” the short, decisive sentences, the way her voice dips when she asks a question she already knows the answer to—all of it makes Cecily cringe.

She touches her forehead, just below her headscarf, and feels for the knot she knows is forming underneath the skin. “I told you,” Cecily says, sure to place every bit as much emphasis on those three little words, “that Master Elliott wanted me to iron a shirt.”

“You should have said you were busy,” Maria says, her mouth a stubborn line across her face. Maria may be naive about a great many things, but she knows there is no telling her eldest brother that he can’t have what he wants.

Maria’s father, Elliott Price Sr., owns a flour mill at the top of the falls, and Cecily’s parents have worked it since before she was born—her father, Cecil, hauling sacks of grain and barrels of flour and her mother, Della, sifting the bran and the middlings. Most of the slaves the Prices own are sent to the mill as soon as they are old enough to operate the sack hoist or clean the bolting cloths, but Cecily was spared the backbreaking work on account of her light skin. Instead, she was sent to work in the main house, where she helped with the sewing, and eventually became Maria’s lady’s maid. Cecily took to the work fine, probably liked it better than she’d have liked mill work, but what she has never taken to is that feeling she gets, up at the house, that she is easy prey.

Maria’s brother, Elliott, is five years older than Cecily and eight years older than Maria. When he was young, Della used to call him spoiled, which was true enough. The Prices gave him whatever he wanted because to do anything different was to risk ruining what might otherwise have been a perfectly fine day. As a child, Elliott cried easily, was quick to disrupt a game of marbles or scotch-hopper, and had the habit of running to his mother with all kinds of complaints, both real and imagined. But there was more to him than all that childish business. He didn’t seem to register other people’s feelings, couldn’t see other people’s sorrow or hurt. Once, when Cecily’s younger brother, Moses, had fallen from the old white oak in the yard, Elliott had laughed to see the boy’s arm swinging from his elbow like the rope swing at Shockoe Creek.

Elliott has always treated Cecily’s body like an extension of his own. She was four or five years old, just a wisp of a thing in a cotton dress, when he first dragged her into the smokehouse. Among the ham hocks and pork shoulders, he prodded her with his fingers, said he wanted to know if her chum was brown, too. She was eight when he revealed the appendage that rose like a misshapen thumb from his britches, but another year passed before he figured out what to do with it.

Once, when Cecily was maybe seven or eight years old, she had tried to fight back. Elliott had dragged her into the smokehouse and she had given him a hard shove, then raced to the door, thinking she had a chance at making it out into the yard. But he was quicker than she was, and when he caught her, he pulled her back inside. Cecily grabbed hold of the doorjamb, crying for help, and Elliott must have panicked, because the next thing she knew, he’d slammed the door shut on her fingers. The pain was so bad that, for a few moments, it was as if the whole world went white. Cecily couldn’t cry. Couldn’t even breathe. When she finally opened her eyes, she discovered the tip of her middle finger was as crooked as a sickle. “Try that again,” Elliott warned her, “and I’ll break the other nine.”

Those were the darkest years, when she hadn’t learned to stop wishing for her mother to save her, or for Maria to report Elliott to their parents. Cecily didn’t bleed for the first time until she was twelve, and on the day she asked her mother for some rags, Della looked at her funny, then brewed her a cup of cotton-root tea, laid down on the bed in the corner of their cabin, and wept.

With age, Elliott grew bolder, until he eventually took Cecily when and where he wanted her—in the smokehouse but also in the carriage house and even the main house. The household bustled, but Elliott had little fear of being walked in on. In some cases, Cecily wondered if the risk contributed to his pleasure.

Twice, her mother’s cotton root failed her.

The first time, she was fourteen, and it was her mother, who still washed her rags, who noticed right away. Della made her drink a concoction of gunpowder and sweet milk that the healer, old Mrs. Cowley, who claimed to be a descendant of the Chickahominy Indians, promised would unfix her quick. Almost immediately, Cecily suffered a terrible cramping in her stomach. She was up half the night vomiting, but the following day, she passed a clot of blood as big as her thumbnail.

The second baby, whom she’d parted with this past September, was harder to coax from her belly. The cotton root, which she chewed in large wads now, had stopped her menses, so she didn’t notice the little life growing inside her until her stomach grew taut as a newly stretched drum. This time the shot didn’t dislodge the child from its hiding place, so it continued to grow until Cecily could get back over to Mrs. Cowley’s. The old woman put her hands on Cecily’s stomach, as if she were measuring a length of ribbon, and instructed Cecily to drink a mixture of black haw and redshank roots, then to chase it with the juice of dog fennel root, which she poured into a small glass jar. When this was done, Cecily was to swallow a teaspoon of turpentine each morning for nine days. “Do that and he’ll let go,” Mrs. Cowley promised.

The turpentine smelled like pine trees, and Cecily worried that the poison, which burned going down, was eating her from the inside out. But the old woman’s prediction came to pass. On the sixth day, Cecily felt the familiar cramping in her stomach, except this time it was accompanied by a searing pain that radiated up her back. She suffered through the early hours of labor silently, and even tried to stay busy, letting out the hems of some of Maria’s dresses. But by the early afternoon, Cecily couldn’t thread a needle, much less make it do its work. All she wanted to do was push.

It was an unlucky day for any baby to be born. The newspaper had predicted a solar eclipse, which Maria had impatiently explained meant that—for a few brief moments—the moon would block out the sun. When the family went out into the yard to stare at the ever-darkening sky, Cecily vanished as quickly as the afternoon light. She found a quiet thicket of St. John’s wort behind her parents’ cabin, and right there—among the dead flower heads—she gave birth to Elliott’s son. No bigger than a turnip, but with arms and legs and eyes. When Cecily peered at the creature lying in the dirt, her body shook with rage. The baby’s skin looked so translucent she wasn’t sure if his heart was on the inside of his body or the outside. Hers, for certain, had flown her chest entirely.

In early November, when Elliott’s parents announced their son was engaged to marry Lavinia Price, a first cousin from Winchester, Cecily thought she’d finally been delivered. Elliott’s father set about building the couple a house on a piece of property in Church Hill, and Cecily counted down the days until their wedding, which was set for the first of the year. While Cecily wasn’t in the habit of feeling pity for white people, she felt something akin to it for Elliott’s unsuspecting bride, who was no older than Maria and would soon learn that the whole of her husband’s spicket could be made to fit down her throat.

The wedding was a week away, but this evening, when Elliott had cornered Cecily in the cellar, he had not come off as a particularly eager bridegroom.

“Do you know what I just got?” he hissed in her ear.

Cecily didn’t say a word. Wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. So, he grabbed her by the headscarf and banged her head against the wall. “I said, ‘Do you know what I just got?’ ”

Her temple throbbed. “What?” she finally whispered.

He let out a short laugh. “You.”

Cecily didn’t understand, not entirely, not yet. But somewhere, in the center of her chest, a light dimmed.

“You’re coming to the new house, with Lavinia and me. Daddy says you’ll be a wedding gift.”

She closed her eyes, but when she did, she still saw the unraveling of her days. She would not survive a year in Elliott Price’s household, much less a lifetime.

Cecily’s words came out flat. “You’ll have a wife.”

“Yes,” said Elliott, his breath hot on her neck, “but will she grind my corn the way you do?”

Upstairs, Cecily could hear Maria calling for her.

“Your sister’s waiting on me,” she told Elliott.

“She can wait a little longer,” he said as he reached for her.

The floor began to spin, but then someone opened the door to the cellar. “Cecily, are you down there?” came Maria’s shrill voice.

Cecily knew not to say anything. Instead, Elliott answered for her, his voice as cool as the dirt floor beneath their feet. “She isn’t here. Said she was meeting you in the yard.”

Maria didn’t respond. Not right away. One of the risers groaned, but then there was nothing. Cecily could picture Maria, at the top of the stairs, trying to decide what to do. Finally, she said, “Well, if you see her, tell her I’m waiting.” The door to the cellar creaked on its hinges. “And that I don’t want to have to search this house from top to bottom looking for her.”

The door slammed, and they listened to Maria’s footsteps on the floorboards overhead. Elliott loosened his hold on Cecily, and when she whispered, “I should go,” he didn’t argue, just pushed her away, like he’d come up with the idea himself.

A few minutes later, Cecily found Maria in the yard. She was stomping her feet to stay warm, and all Cecily could do was wrap her shawl tight around her shoulders and brace for the torrent she knew was coming. “I swear, Cecily, it’s like you couldn’t be on time for something if you tried.”

Now, as they near the theater, Cecily sees Maria’s friend Louisa waiting outside with a gaggle of girls Cecily recognizes but cannot name. All of them wear short brocaded jackets, the color of jewels, over their pale gowns, which make them look like a bunch of ruby-throated hummingbirds, what with all that color up around their necks. When the girls see Maria cross the street, they wave to her, and she turns to Cecily and hands her a ticket to the gallery. “Meet me out here after the pantomime. I want to stay for the second show.”

Cecily turns the ticket over in her hand. She can’t read the words that are printed on the small scrap of blue paper, but she knows that the ticket cost twenty-five cents, as much as a spool of cotton thread or a quart of burning oil. She’d a whole lot rather Maria had given her the money, and—if she didn’t want to walk back and forth to the theater alone—allowed Cecily to come pick her up at the end of the night.

“Right here,” says Maria, pointing to the ground beneath her feet, as if Cecily has not understood her instructions. She skips toward her friends, and Cecily watches as the circle of girls swallows her up. The group moves through the doors of the theater, but just before they disappear into the small lobby, Maria turns and calls to her. “Cecily,” she says, her voice a cheerful bell in front of her friends, “it’ll be the new year before you know it.”

Cecily tries to smile, but her eyes remain dull. Maria knows everything, but Cecily doubts she knows about Elliott’s plan to take Cecily with him to his new home.

A Negro man wearing a thin jacket and fingerless gloves stands just inside the gallery door, out of the wind, and waves Cecily inside. When she thrusts her ticket at him, he barely inspects it, just directs her up an enclosed staircase that leads to the second-floor gallery, which freedmen and slaves share with the city’s drunks and prostitutes.

Cecily might have tried to look for someone she knows, but the gallery is packed and the show is about to start. She sees an empty seat, which she realizes—too late—is vacant because of its proximity to the most heavily made-up whore she’s ever encountered.

“Were you holding this seat?” she asks meekly after she’s already sat down. The woman smells heavily of vanilla and cloves, and Cecily begins to hope the answer is yes.

“Please,” she says, gesturing for Cecily to remain where she is. “I’m Augustine Saunders.”

It’s unusual for a white woman to introduce herself like that, and Cecily doesn’t know quite what to make of it. “Cecily Patterson,” she says quickly, then reaches up, self-consciously, to touch the goose egg on her forehead.

She hates Elliott. That he is big enough to overpower her and persistent enough to refuse to let her go. That he can mark her, so that even when she is not with him, she still squirms beneath his weight. Cecily’s mother has taught her not to expect much from the world, but the one thing she counted on was that Elliott Price would eventually leave his parents’ house. Now she realizes how naive she’s been to assume he wouldn’t take her with him, wouldn’t pull the same tricks he relied on as a small boy—crying and kicking and cajoling—until he gets his way.

“Do you know anything about The Father?” asks her seatmate, and Cecily looks up at her in surprise.

“Who’s that?” she says.

“The play.”

It didn’t occur to Cecily to ask Maria what they were seeing.

An attendant extinguishes the wall sconces in the gallery, and as the theater’s lights dim, Cecily can feel herself begin to disappear. She is in the theater and then she is back in the cellar, she is a little girl in the smokehouse and a tiny seed in her mother’s womb. She is all of these things and she is nothing at all, and by the time the curtain lifts, her face is wet with tears.
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By the time Gilbert Hunt leaves the prayer meeting at the Baptist meetinghouse, it is nine o’clock. In another hour, it will be too late to be out—even with a pass—but Gilbert is unwilling to go to bed without at least attempting to lay eyes on his wife.

Gilbert makes his way two blocks up H Street and past the theater, which shines like a jewel box against the night sky. The bull’s-eye window at the front glows yellow, and when he is almost directly in front of the theater, the doors swing open and the light from the lobby briefly floods the street. Gilbert dreams of being able to take Sara to the theater, like the freed couples he sees strolling through Madison Ward on Saturday nights. But the two of them are a long way off from being able to spend good money on tickets, let alone get permission to go anywhere at the same time.

When Gilbert arrives at the Mayo-Preston place, he makes straight for the kitchen house, where Sara sleeps in the loft, alongside several other women. On summer evenings, when the door to the kitchen sits open from morning till night, Gilbert whistles to Sara when he gets close, a little signal to meet him in the garden. On winter nights, they sometimes slip off to the greenhouse, but in this wind, there’s no chance Gilbert’s whistle will get Sara’s attention.

He raps on the door, then puts his ear to it and listens for the sound of footsteps. Finally, he hears the latch lift, and the door opens wide enough for him to slip inside without letting in a blast of cold air.

“You’re late,” Sara whispers in a tone that tells him she’s not really mad, just disappointed.

He pulls her soft head of hair to his chest and comes close to cooing at her. “I was worried you’d be asleep.”

She lifts her head up off his chest and tilts her face toward his. He is over six feet tall—a colossus was what he was called the last time he was sold—and Sara is barely five feet. He lowers his head and finds her lips waiting for him. They are soft and warm and searching.

The hard part about kissing Sara is figuring out how to stop. But after a minute, Sara puts her hand to his mouth. “Not a one of them is asleep up there.”

“Well, everyone best get to bed,” Gilbert says, raising his voice two notches so that Sylvie and Maddie and Lecretia can hear him where they lay.

“You hush, Gillie,” says Sara.

From the loft comes the wheezing laugh of Miss Maddie. “No one up here wants to hear you thumping on that poor woman.”

“No one?” Gilbert asks. He loves getting Maddie, who is old enough to be his mama, worked up into a knot.

Maddie ignores him. “Honey,” she calls to Sara, “you feed him some of that leftover hash. It’s in the Dutch oven.”

“Yes, ma’am,” says Sara as she takes Gilbert’s hand and leads him toward the fireplace. Maddie has already covered the coals with ash, but Sara stokes them until they shine orange again. Then she sets the pot on top of them.

Sara looks good moving around the kitchen, and Gilbert tells her so. “One day, I’m gonna get you a kitchen of your own.” She raises her eyebrows up into the middle of her forehead, like he is telling her a joke she’s heard before.

“You got big plans,” she says sort of quiet.

“They’re our plans now.”

Gilbert grew up on the banks of the Pamunkey River, in King William County. His mother was owned by the proprietor of a tavern in Piping Tree, and by the time Gilbert and his sister reached her waist, they were cleaning the meeting rooms and running meals between the kitchen and the taproom. All of them had assumed Gilbert would eventually grow up to mix flip and punch behind the bar and that his sister might follow in their mother’s footsteps and clean the guest rooms, but those plans went nowhere. The summer his sister turned sixteen, she was sent to the capital to be sold, and when the proprietor’s daughter married a carriage maker in Richmond a few years after that, fifteen-year-old Gilbert was made a part of her dowry.

In Richmond, Gilbert learned the carriage-making business. He was good with a hammer, and by the time he grew into his body, he’d attracted the attention of a local blacksmith named Peter Goode, who bought him for near double the going rate because he knew Gilbert would be a natural at the forge.

Good Pete, as Gilbert had taken to calling him, was a decent man, and after he had Gilbert all trained up, he left him well enough alone. Gilbert ran the shop, and provided he got Good Pete’s customers taken care of in a timely manner, he was allowed to hire himself out on Sundays. Any extra money Gilbert earned, he kept in an old tobacco pouch, dreaming of the day he’d turn the pouch inside out and buy his own freedom.

Falling in love with Sara had complicated his plans because it meant Gilbert had to put away enough money to purchase the two of them, instead of just himself. They had done the math a hundred different times, but in the end they decided that the best course of action was to buy Sara’s freedom first. That way, God willing, any children they had would be born free.

Gilbert had initially figured Elizabeth Mayo might let Sara go for two hundred dollars, less if she was feeling generous and recalled all the good turns Sara had done her over the years. But now that Elizabeth had taken a new husband, all her property—including Sara—technically belonged to General John Preston, and it was unclear what sort of negotiator he’d prove to be.

Whatever General Preston decided to charge for Sara was going to be a pittance compared to what Gilbert would need to buy his own way out of the smithy. At one point, he had calculated he’d need three hundred fifty dollars to purchase his freedom, but that was before Good Pete had up and died.

Good Pete wasn’t much older than Gilbert, and he was strong as an ox, but in late July of this past year he’d come down with a fever, and by August he was in the ground. His wife had no sons, so after he died, she sold the business piecemeal. The building went to Francis Longbottom, the wagon and a pair of Cleveland bays went to John Ingalls, and everything else—including Gilbert—went to Cameron Kemp, who ran a smithy of his own on Locust Alley, down near the wharf.

Good Pete had never been a fan of Kemp’s operation, and he taught Gilbert how to spot the Scotsman’s work—the rough edges, the crooked lines, the seams that didn’t hold—from a mile away. “It’s utter shite,” Good Pete used to say, “but I’m perfectly happy to make a living fixing his mistakes.”

What Gilbert learned from Good Pete was that something magical happened at the anvil, and a blacksmith either knew what to do with it or he didn’t. A hot iron rod was nothing but raw potential—it might become a trammel to hold a pot full of food over a fire, a sickle to help a farmer with the harvest, or a tire to get a cart to market—but Gilbert never tried to force it to be something it didn’t want to be. Good Pete taught him to listen to the metal as he manipulated it and to loosen his grip on his hammer; it was clear from looking at Kemp’s workmanship that those were two lessons the man had never learned.

Working for Kemp was hard, there was no doubt about that. The hours were long, the rations meager, and the conditions worse than anything Gilbert had ever experienced. But the sleeping arrangements were what just about did him in. All of the men—white indentured servants and enslaved Negroes—slept in the same loft above the smithy. The room had two rows of beds in it—no privacy for more than a dozen men.

At Good Pete’s, Gilbert had had a small room off the back of the shop all to himself. He used to complain about the room to Sara. It was too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter, but now he realizes what a luxury it was, for that room was where he came to know her as his wife.

When Gilbert had described his new accommodations to Sara, back in September, after the sale had gone through, he’d watched her face fall. But she recovered fast, and then she took his head in her hands and said, “I’m still your wife, even if I can’t share your bed.” He knew it was true, but what was also true was that when Sara was in his bed, within arm’s reach, he felt like a free man.

Now Gilbert sits at the pine table in the center of the kitchen house, watching his wife spoon the hash onto a plate. She sets it in front of him and hands him a fork, but he puts the fork down and takes her hand instead. “It ain’t always gonna be like this,” he whispers. He’s surprised by the way the words catch in his throat on their way out.
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Jack Gibson waits for his cue. As soon as the commodore delivers his last line and exits stage right, Jack is to run, quick as he can, and prepare the set for the play’s final scene.

When the theater company’s artistic director, Alexander Placide, pulled everyone together earlier this month to announce that the company would stage Louis Hue Girardin’s translation of The Father, the actors had groaned. Shakespeare, Goldsmith, and even Sheridan were crowd-pleasers, but according to the troupe’s old-timers, Diderot was nowhere near as popular. “The French can’t hold a candle to the Brits,” shouted one of the actors, William Anderson, as Mr. Placide prepared to distribute parts.

Placide is French and smart enough to know when he’s being lampooned. “Mr. Anderson,” he said in his thickly accented English, “if you have such an affinity for the British, you’re more than welcome to return to that fair isle. Please give King George my regards.” That got a good chuckle out of everyone, and most of the actors accepted their parts without further complaint.

“Placide is brilliant,” Anderson explained to Jack later. “Diderot’s plays are no good, nothing compared to his essays, but it’s Girardin and not Diderot who will pack the house. People love supporting a local talent.”

Anderson is right about everyone in Richmond loving Professor Girardin. Jack, for his part, adores him. Girardin runs the Hallerian Academy, which Jack attended until two years ago, when his father got sick. Jack’s mother had died in childbirth, so after his father was gone, Jack went to live with his uncle Douglas, who wasn’t the least bit interested in raising a child, much less paying his school fees. Thankfully, Girardin continued to loan Jack books and periodicals and to invite him for supper, and last winter, when things got bad at his uncle’s place, Girardin had offered him a bed in a cottage at the rear of his property. “Just until you can find a more suitable position,” he said as he showed him where to shovel the coal he’d need for his stove.

The arrangement lasted the better part of a year, until October, when one of Placide & Green’s stagehands quit, and Girardin convinced the theater’s manager, John Green, to interview Jack for the position. Jack had always dreamed of a career on the stage, and here was a chance to get his foot in the door with one of the best theater companies in the country. In the interview, he tried to convey his unbridled enthusiasm for the role, but his audience with Green was disturbingly brief: Green wanted to know if Jack could carry a quarter barrel and tie a bowline knot. Then he asked if Jack had a problem with heights, and when Jack said no, Green told him he was hired.

The job pays two dollars a week and comes with room and board at the Washington Tavern, which is where most of the unmarried actors stay when the company is in town for the season. But the best part of the whole arrangement—by far—is that Jack gets to read all the plays he wants. Three nights ago, while the company got oiled in the Washington Tavern’s back room, Jack snuck a copy of The Father upstairs and read every word of it by the light of the moon. As soon as he was finished, he read his favorite scenes again.

At fourteen, Jack is hardly a literary critic, but he thinks this Mr. Diderot tells a nice story. The main character is a kindly father named Monsieur d’Orbesson, who spends much of the play trying to decide whether to grant his son permission to marry a girl of no means. The way Jack figures it, d’Orbesson loves his children dearly, and his only flaw, aside from trusting his no-good brother-in-law, is that he thinks he knows better than his children what will make them happy.

From his position in the wings, Jack is able to peek out at the audience. He’s struck by how crowded the theater is. The gallery is practically bowing under the weight of so many bodies, and the boxes are packed. Even the pit seems particularly rowdy.

“My baubles are turning to icicles,” says Thomas Caulfield, who is stuffing his hair under a rather ridiculous pompadour of a wig. “Can we not get so much as one stove back here?”

All the actors ever do is complain. To Mr. Placide, they complain about their parts and the price of their costumes. To Mr. Green, it’s their pay. To Jack, they complain whenever he fails to put a prop or costume piece away, or if—in putting the item away—he makes it harder to find. To anyone who will listen, they complain that the managers have moved all the available stoves into the auditorium to keep the audience from freezing to death—at the expense of the actors backstage.

Jack tries never to complain. He has worked any number of odd jobs since he quit school, and this one is by far his favorite. He likes all the hubbub backstage and the easy way the actors rib each other—like they are part of a big family—and he is convinced that if he works hard and shows he can learn, the company will take him back to Charleston at the end of the season.

“Kid,” says Anderson, nodding his head in the direction of the stage, “you missed your cue.”

Jack springs to attention and sprints onto the stage, repositions a handful of chairs and removes a small table. When the set looks approximately as it did during rehearsals, he scuttles offstage again.

“Watch it,” says Billy Twaits when Jack skids into him. Twaits, who is tall and broad enough to make an intimidating commodore, isn’t someone Jack wants to upset. “Sorry, sir,” he says quickly, ducking behind one of the stage flaps, where he hopes he won’t draw any attention. He takes his official orders from the theater’s managers, but it is hard not to do the actors’ bidding, too. And if he is sent off on some errand right now, he’ll miss seeing the grand reconciliation between d’Orbesson and his three children.

In the final scene, d’Orbesson banishes the commodore from his home, then gathers his children around him. “I will do everything that I can for the happiness of all of you,” he says as he gives them his benediction. Jack is impressed with Mr. Green’s performance—he really does come off sounding like a devoted father—and, for a moment, Jack misses his own father so much, it hurts.

The play ends, and a loud round of applause swells from the audience. The senior stagehand, Clive Allen, lowers the drop curtain, and while he and Jack and a few other members of the crew ready the stage for the pantomime, they can hear Tommy West’s baritone, accompanied by a plucky fiddle, on the other side of the curtain.

The audience expects the company’s musical interludes to be raunchy, but West has outdone himself this time. The song’s lyrics are so crude that, at one point, Jack laughs out loud. Placide, standing nearby, shoots him a stern look, and Jack claps his hands over his mouth.

“Perry!” says Anderson when the carpenter walks past, carrying a faux stained-glass window. “Did you get a chance to look at the chandelier?”

“Briefly,” says Perry, who isn’t a machinist, but is the closest thing to it. “It looked all right to me.”

“It’s the pulley,” Anderson says. “Goes up fine, but when I tried to bring it down, it just rode in a circle.”

“What were you doing bringing it down?” says Clive, who never likes the actors trying to do his job for him.

“Excuse me for lending a hand,” says Anderson, and stalks off.

Placide, who is playing the Baptist in the pantomime and has been fussing with the belt of his costume, overhears the discussion. “Is that pulley giving you issues again?” he says, and while Clive fills him in on the situation, Perry hurries off to install the window.

“Doesn’t matter how gently I release the rope,” says Clive, “it pops right off the wheel.”

The chandelier’s pulley hasn’t given Jack any problems, and if he were a more established member of the company, he might say so. The backdrops actually give Jack the most grief. Each backdrop—and the theater company owns nearly three dozen of them—is fifteen feet high and nearly twice as long. They’re made from bolts of hemp, which are stitched together and painted on at least one side, if not both. There is a bucolic village, a medieval city, a farmyard, and a seascape, not to mention a forest and a castle interior, which Jack remembers that he needs to cue up for the pantomime.

The bottom of each backdrop is secured to a heavy, round batten, and it falls to Jack and Clive to raise and lower the unwieldy buggers using another system of pulleys installed in the rafters. Provided Jack can get Clive to count off and ease the ropes at a steady pace, it is possible to use the pulleys effectively. But if anything goes wrong, or if Clive can’t be dug up, Jack must scramble up into the carpenter’s gallery to release the backdrop manually. Whenever he does this, the bottom of the backdrop hits the stage floor with a loud crash that shakes the stage boards and startles the crew.

From Jack’s perch in the carpenter’s gallery, among cut-out clouds and stars, a sun, and three moons, he can hear Mr. Placide’s daughter, Lydia, take the stage for the sailor’s hornpipe. Lydia is only a couple years older than Jack, but she is a good four inches taller than him, with a smile that never leaves her face and breasts that bounce up and down when she taps her feet to the fiddle music. She runs around with Green’s daughter, Nancy, and Jack is too scared to talk to her most all of the time, but he loves to watch her dance. Even now, with Lydia on the other side of the curtain, he can feel the pounding of her hard shoes on the stage floor, and the vibrations make him heartsick. As the song reaches its crescendo, Lydia’s feet begin to fly, and the audience’s applause is thunderous.

“Oy, Jack,” says Clive from the bottom of the ladder that leads to the carpenter’s gallery, “help me out down here.”

Once the pantomime is underway, Jack doesn’t stop running. There are backdrops to be swapped out, set pieces to move, props to place. And, as usual, none of the actors can do anything for themselves. Caulfield thinks he’s meant to be carrying a sword, but there was no mention of one during rehearsals; West has misplaced the shoe polish he’ll use to blacken his face for his role as the old servant; and Mrs. Green, who will soon take the stage as the bleeding nun, can’t find the bladder of pig’s blood Jack specifically set aside for her. “Have you looked in the back?” he asks, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. It will be quicker to find it himself.

The bladder is sitting in a pail near the stage door, and when Jack takes it to her, he watches—enthralled—as she cuts a tiny hole in the thin membrane with her teeth. It takes only the slightest pressure for the viscous liquid to stream onto her white frock, and the effect is so gruesome, Jack begins to feel a little light-headed.
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