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Author’s Note


IN AN EFFORT TO ACCURATELY PORTRAY the historical language and sensibilities of the late eighteenth century in America, I have used the terms “colored,” “African,” “Negro,” and some of their derisive derivatives throughout the book to refer to both the free and enslaved African Americans portrayed. By no means should the reader take this usage as agreement with or sanction of any historical or modern use of these words. No offense is meant in using this terminology and the author hopes that none is taken.




The chief cook would have been termed in modern parlance, a celebrated artiste. He was named Hercules, and familiarly termed Uncle Harkless . . . Uncle Harkless was, at the period of the first presidency, as highly accomplished a proficient in the culinary art as could be found in United States. . . . It was while preparing the Thursday or Congress dinner that Uncle Harkless shone in all his splendor. During his labors upon this banquet he required some half-dozen aprons, and napkins out of number. It was surprising the order and discipline that was observed in so bustling a scene. His underlings flew in all directions to execute his orders, while he, the great master-spirit, seemed to possess the power of ubiquity, and to be everywhere at the same moment.


—George Washington Parke Custis, Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington, 1859


A man is either free, or he is not. There cannot be an apprenticeship for freedom.


—Amiri Baraka (1934–2014)




Part I
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CHAPTER 1
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Philadelphia, Winter 1793


THE MAN WHO STOOD, LEGS FIRMLY apart, his gold-headed walking stick planted in front of him with his beefy hands resting on top, smiled slightly even though his eyes were half closed as though he might doze off. He was undisturbed by those who walked around him speaking in hoarse whispers. Nor did he note the rage and bustle of the marketplace in front of him and the roil of docks behind. His shirtsleeves, white against his dark skin, were rolled up to show forearms layered with muscle and snaky veins.


He breathed deeply, nostrils flaring out and then in again. The stench of rotted fish and putrid vegetables mingled with the coppery smell of the animal blood that ran out of the market sheds and in between the cobbles around his expensive boots.


Along with the aroma of the unwashed beggars colliding with that of the expensive toilet water of the society ladies, these were the smells of Philadelphia—the smells of freedom. Hercules would take them over the fresh hay and magnolia of Virginia any day.


Behind him stood a boy and girl of about thirteen or fourteen. The boy wore the same tasseled cap as all of the Washington servants and the girl was dressed in a plain brown cloak and coarse linen mobcap. Her wide blue eyes darted around the busy market while the boy’s light brown ones rested only on her.


Ignoring them, Hercules looked toward the market shed and the most agreeable posterior of Mrs. Polly Haine, the pepper pot seller, as she bent over her cauldron and he smiled broadly. He often enjoyed the delights of Mrs. Haine’s famous stew as well as those of the freedwoman herself.


Around Polly, the buzzing of the crowd pitched high and then low, only to be cracked open by the yell of vendors hawking wares as Hercules began walking toward the market shed.


“My dear Mistress Haine!” he boomed as he drew near, the children trailing after him. “The view is agreeable, but not as much if I might look upon your lovely face.”


Polly straightened, smiled, and walked over to Hercules, who brushed at the long white apron buttoned to his chest and hanging low over his britches. Like the scarf around his large neck and the white shirt buttoned close at the collar, he wanted to ensure it remained immaculate. When he was done he leaned on his gold-headed cane and took her extended hand.


“If it isn’t General Washington’s cook!” Polly exclaimed. Hercules bowed over her hand as though he were a fine gentleman and she a lady. A clerk sipping his stew at the stall stopped with his bowl halfway to his lips to stare at them.


“Madam, it is no other,” Hercules said, straightening and smiling. “I—we—are returned as you see.”


“I heard the General was in Germantown these past weeks,” said Polly. “Were you not there? We had hoped to see you here in town from time to time.”


Hercules’s eyes clouded over as he remembered being stuck in Virginia, flying hither and yon on Lady Washington’s whims. President Washington and his household had gone to his Mount Vernon plantation in September to avoid the fever that was gripping the city. Now here December was almost gone before they had finally returned to the President’s House at the other end of High Street.


It was only a second before he smiled again. He had learned long ago the importance of never giving away one’s thoughts. His eyes flickered over the clerk, who had given up eating altogether to ogle him.


“I was needed more at Mount Vernon,” he said smoothly. “With Mrs. Washington and the family there, it was more important for me to stay. The General hired a cook for the time he was without us.”


“No doubt not one as good as you,” said Polly, turning to dish him up a bowl of pepper pot soup. Handing it over, she addressed her other customer.


“Will that be all then?” she asked, her tone skirting the edge of rude.


“Oh, er—yes,” he said, drawing out the words in a long country drawl. He set the bowl on the table before turning reluctantly away.


As she turned back from watching the man go, Hercules reached into the small tapestry purse tied to the front of his apron.


“Oh, no, Master Hercules—no money from you,” she said.


“You are kind, Mrs. Haine,” he said, accepting the soup and taking a deep sip. It was rich and thick and the spices were balanced and well blended. His cook’s mind cataloged the ingredients: beef, allspice, hot pepper, onion. The meat fairly melted on the tongue. “Beyond satisfactory, madam. As always,” he said.


Hercules slurped with gusto, murmuring appreciatively, set down his bowl, and glanced over his shoulder at the young ones who stood there in his shadow.


“Nate, take Margaret and collect the items I need,” he said. His voice was not unkind but matter of fact. It was best for these two to learn his way of doing things straightaway. “You’ll need to show her the vendors we like and who we don’t. Remember—don’t buy the new apples from anyone but Mrs. Shapely.”


“Yes, sir,” Nate said, but the girl just stared at him fearfully. It was not until her companion put his hand gently on her arm and murmured that she jumped and moved on after bobbing a herkyjerky curtsy to Hercules.


“Is she slow-witted?” Polly asked when the pair had moved off.


Hercules sighed. He’d asked himself the same ever since the girl had come to the President’s House. She didn’t say much, mostly just stared at him with terrified cow eyes. “No. At least I think not,” he answered. “She’s new to us— an orphan—the almshouse sold her into indenture.”


Polly raised her eyebrows. “Since when is the General taking on indentures? He has you all—” She stopped abruptly, embarrassed.


Hercules shrugged. Her slip didn’t trouble him because he made a point of facing facts square. It was a fair question—why indeed would a man who owned slaves take on the trouble of an indenture?


“Not many of us there now,” he answered. “Him and Mrs. Washington are too worried that we’ll all run off and take advantage of the freedom law. Sent most of us back to Virginia.”


Hercules smiled mildly as Mrs. Haine sucked her teeth. Even though he counted her as a friend, he wouldn’t show his true feelings for Washington to anyone. Safer to keep those to himself. He thought back to that summer of ’91, when Mrs. Washington had wanted him to travel back to Mount Vernon “to cook for the family.” She’d been afraid of him taking advantage of the freedom law that said any slave in the state more than six months could claim his or her freedom, and it had made her nervous and shrill. Hercules had only smiled at her pleasantly, then gone to Mr. Lear, the General’s secretary.


“I’d never leave the General, Mr. Lear, sir!” he’d said, wringing his hands childishly as he had never done in his life. “The General—he been good to me!”


To his satisfaction, Lear had apologized and promised to tell the First Lady just what an ideal slave Hercules was and to allow him to stay past the six months as a proof of their faith in him. Better still, they showed their returned affection by allowing him to sell the kitchen slops and earn a good two hundred dollars a year by it—twice what a white Philadelphia workingman earned in as much time.


That was two years ago and since then he had come and gone as he pleased, spending his money on nice clothes and his own amusements. Except for the trips to Mount Vernon it was near as good as being free, and there had been nothing to tempt him away from the life he enjoyed at the presidential mansion—yet.


“But tell me, Mrs. Haine,” he said, giving his cane a good thump on the market floor. Leaning close, he allowed his eyes to rake her up and down, “Tell me news of Philadelphia. Any worthy entertainments to speak of?”


A quarter of an hour later, he left Polly Haine and searched for the two young ones, spotting them three sheds beyond where they had started. Margaret was grasping at Nate’s sleeve as he walked purposefully through the market with the basket swinging at his side. She had to fairly skip to keep near him through the frenzied rush of activity around them.


“Melons! Last of the season! New potatoes! Wethersfield onions!” The yells of vendors all around joined with the snorts of pigs and bleating of sheep near the butchers’ stalls to make one cacophonous roar.


Hercules had nearly caught them up when Nate stopped; the girl almost crashed into the young kitchen hand, she was walking so close. Hercules slowed again. Something about them bothered him. They were almost too familiar, though they’d known each other only a matter of weeks. It wasn’t an association that would serve either of them well. Hercules approached carefully so that he could catch their conversation without being observed.


Nate put his arm out across where Margaret stood. “Halt a moment,” he said, peering down the open roadway that intersected the market. There were six such avenues west of the river that crossed through the market sheds, offering halos of light at the end of each long wooden building. A heavy cart pulled by two large bay horses was clattering down the avenue in front of them, faster than was necessary.


“Drunk, no doubt,” the General’s cook heard Nate mutter as he took a few pointed steps backward. When Margaret tried to look over at what he saw, his movement forced her back as well.


“Why’s he driving so fast?” she asked.


“From the looks of it, he’s a farmer who’s spent some of his day’s earnings at a tavern,” said Nate, shrugging. “Happens all the time. Once they’re in their cups, they act the fool, drive crazy, and—” He paused. “And, well, other things.”


Margaret nodded slowly, as though she wasn’t quite sure what he meant. Hercules remembered her chatter as they walked to the market. She’d told them that her father had been a farmer and sometimes he came into town to sell the brewers extra barley from their farm in Northern Liberties.


Now the girl looked stricken, as though she might start to cry. Her parents had died of the yellow fever, leaving her orphaned, with indenture the only option to earn her keep. She bit her lip and stared ahead at the commotion the driver was causing as he tried to maneuver his large cart through the street crowded with people, animals, and vendors.


When the housekeeper, Mrs. Emerson, had brought Margaret to his kitchen, she had told Hercules that after the girl’s parents had died, she had walked the city searching for work she did not find, sleeping behind an old crypt in Christ Church’s yard. After three days, her pride exhausted from fear and hunger, she found her way to the almshouse, where after a few weeks of hot meals she was fit again. Being young enough to work hard, they sold her for eight years’ indenture to Washington.


The girl had nearly fainted the first time she saw the president, and she looked like she swallowed a rock when Lady Washington came into the kitchen daily to discuss the meals with Hercules and the steward, Fraunces. Hercules stopped himself from laughing out loud thinking about short, fat, nervous Mrs. Washington clucking around like a high-strung chicken, and Margaret like a skinny worm, wriggling desperately to be out of her sight. Hercules knew how to handle the old woman. He spoke to her in a special voice he only used for her—low and soothing, like he was calming an angry mother hog in the slop yard.


“Come on,” Nate said now. The commotion with the cart was over—the driver eventually parting the sea of people around his vehicle by heaping curses on them along with a few snaps of his whip.


Nate was already walking ahead and Margaret scurried behind him into the next block of market sheds. They walked past the cheese vendors toward a fruit stall in a corner, where Nate stood, looking confused. Hercules watched as the boy turned around slowly as if he did not know where he was. He turned back to the fruit vendor’s stall where a thin man in a worn brown vest sat on a barrel.


“Is this not Mistress Shapely’s stand?” Nate asked the man.


“T’were,” he said.


“Where is she?” Nate asked, narrowing his eyes.


“Taken in the fever,” the man answered, shrugging. “I’m here now.”


“Oh.” Nate picked up an apple and set it down, then picked up another and set it down.


“Surely these look fine, Nate?” Margaret said, touching his sleeve.


The fruit man raised his eyebrows.


“You buying or what?” he barked, although his stand had no other customers.


“Not much trade coming your way,” Nate said to the man. “Maybe your wares aren’t so good.”


The man gave him an evil look and opened his mouth to reply, but then spotted Hercules, who had covered the distance between himself and the pair and now stood behind them.


“Nate!” his deep voice rumbled. The boy turned to look at Hercules, who was leaning on his stick in an amiable pose, but when he glanced from Nate and Margaret to the vendor, his expression was hard.


“Why are you dawdling? Where is Mrs. Shapely?”


Nate swallowed. “Gone, sir. That is—”


“T’was the fever what took her,” the vendor snarled.


Hercules continued to look at Nate, ignoring the vendor. “Ah, a shame. Let’s be on our way.”


“I’m here now,” the man said again, this time to Hercules’s back as he started to leave.


He turned back and regarded the man. He knew the type—lowborn with little desire except for enough chink to fill his cups and maybe his bed. He was scraggle-faced and dirty headed but sure of the position granted by his pasty skin. How delightful it would have been to poke the man in the chest with the tip of his cane. But, of course, he could not.


Instead he only said, “Ah, so you are, sir. So you are,” before strolling away. The man was mistaken if he thought Hercules were some kowtowing nigra. He was Washington’s man, and that made him untouchable, no matter how black he might be.


Hercules grasped Nate near his neck with his powerful hands and propelled the boy along, leaving Margaret to scurry after them as they walked past at least ten fruiterers before Hercules found one whose apples he liked. When he did, he bargained unflinchingly before loading Margaret’s basket with the red and green fruit.


Then they doubled back to the cheesemongers and he walked past them all, studying their wares.


Finally, he paused in front of one in the middle of the shed row.


“Ah, here is a man with finer tastes,” said the proprietress, eyeing him. His lips curled in the hint of a smile. She was a plump woman with huge bosoms pouring out of the top of her tight blue bodice. Her red hair escaped the lace-ruffled mobcap she wore—a cap far too fancy for a day at the market.


“Cut a slice of that sage cheddar for General Washington’s cook,” she said to the young girl standing beside her, never taking her eyes off Hercules. The girl was small and skinny and maybe a year or so younger than Nate and Margaret. She looked at him with interest, her mouth hanging slightly open. Hercules ignored her.


“Don’t catch flies, girl! The gentleman is waiting!” the proprietress snapped.


The girl appeared to be confused and Hercules knew what she was thinking: that he was a Negro, and everyone knew the Negroes in General Washington’s house were slaves. Why was her mistress calling him a “gentleman”?


She cut a slice of the cheese and speared it with her knife, then stuck it out to Hercules. He looked down at it as if it were a snake on a stick, then stared at her coldly until she shrank back.


“Amanda!” her mistress snapped. “That is not how we treat our esteemed customers!” She grabbed the knife from the girl and plucked the slice of cheese off it, handing it to Hercules herself, leaning forward as she did so that he might get a better look at her powdered cleavage.


“Ma’am, ain’t he a slave?” the girl mumbled loud enough for them all to hear.


The cheesemonger looked sharply at Amanda. “Go turn those cheeses over,” she said, indicating the other side of the stall. “Now!” she snapped when the girl continued to stand staring at him.


“Master Hercules—apologies,” the lady said, simpering.


Hercules’s bemused look now became a full smile. “Not at all, Mrs. Radcliffe. Not at all.” He delicately plucked the cheese from her fingers and took a small bite.


“Delightful!” he said, looking openly at her breasts. “As your wares always are.” He smiled again.


Beside him, Margaret stared agog, but Nate resolutely stared straight ahead. Clever boy.


“I’ll take two pounds of that cheddar, Mrs. Radcliffe,” said Hercules, while drawing a kerchief from his pocket and delicately wiping his mouth. Being the General’s cook always had certain advantages.


Once they had their cheese, they stopped to collect tea and then some sweetmeats at the confectioners. As they made their way to the north end of the market at Fourth Street, people stopped to talk to him while others whispered as he passed. Hercules reveled in it. Each look and murmur, each greeting was filling the well of his soul, replacing the dry dullness of the many months at Mount Vernon. Margaret scurried beside him, her face growing redder at all the attention, but Nate continued staring straight ahead. This amused Hercules, who sailed on imperiously while the basket-laden pair struggled to keep up in his wake.


Outside the market the early winter wind had taken on a bite, blowing into the trio as they started up High Street. Hercules walked on in his shirtsleeves and apron as if it were a summer day, past Mr. Franklin’s print shop and post office and the Indian Queen tavern, where loud conversation crashed out the door in waves. He paused about a block from Sixth Street, where the President’s House stood on the corner.


“Set those down a moment,” he said, gesturing for them to step closer into the sidewalk.


Hercules reached into his purse and pulled out a small paper package. Pulling open the string, he held it out to them.


“Go on, have one each. The others are for the rest in the kitchen,” he said.


Six glistening jellies—pink, purple, and yellow—sat on the paper. Margaret’s eyes grew wide. She reached her hand forward and then hesitated.


“Go on then,” Hercules rumbled impatiently. Margaret snatched up a pink one and took a bite. “Oh!” she exclaimed, mouth full. “Thank you, sir!” she said, bobbing.


Nate chose a yellow one and took a slow bite. He seemed to be thinking hard each time his teeth came together.


“That’s right, son, think about what you are tasting,” Hercules said.


“Sugar, of course . . .” said Nate. “Anise . . .”


Hercules nodded.


“Something else . . .”


“Take your time. Think.”


Margaret swallowed what was in her mouth and watched the exchange. Nate took another bite.


“Cinnamon?” he asked, looking at Hercules for approval.


Hercules crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head.


“Nutmeg?”


Hercules shook his head again.


Nate took another bite. “It tastes—like mint leaf somehow but then again—”


“Cardamom,” Hercules said. “A seed from the East. I’ll show it to you when we return. Now finish your treat.”


Nate smiled happily and began nibbling again. Margaret looked at the confection in her hand and took a smaller bite. Hercules could see her mind working, brows knitting together until she gave up and nibbled the rest down.


After they finished, Hercules jutted his chin toward their baskets and they hurried to take them up. He strode ahead of them, tapping his cane on the ground at regular paces as he went. Out of the corner of the eye, he spotted the hatless man leaning back into the shadows of the Messrs. Miller and Cline’s shop across High Street. His chestnut hair escaped its braid in wild waves and he hunched down in his old paint-spattered coat. He looked like a madman. Hercules had seen the man there when they’d left for the market hours ago. It was the third time in as many days that he’d noticed him hanging around the shops across the way.


As Hercules watched, the man leaned forward out of the shadows and squinted his eyes to better see them. Drawing a small pad and pencil out of his pocket, he scribbled madly, glancing at them and back down at the paper as he did, following them with his eyes until they slipped through the door in the garden wall. It made Hercules uneasy.


As the others walked toward the kitchen, Hercules pulled the wooden door behind him, staring through the grate at the man until he had committed him to memory.




CHAPTER 2
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“REVEREND ALLEN MEANS TO MAKE HIS church today!” Oney rushed into the kitchen and panted the words out. She held one of the First Lady’s shawls. “Jane, boil me some water, will you?” she said to a scullery maid peeling vegetables at the other end of the long table. “I need to wash out the perfume oil Mrs. Washington spilled on this before it sets into the weave. Ask the laundress for some lye soap too.”


Hercules set down the knife he was using to cut paper-thin slices of the smoked ham sent up from Mount Vernon. The First Lady was serving it as a cold plate this evening at her weekly Friday night soiree for the women of Philadelphia society. Mount Vernon ham was a particular favorite of the president, who always dropped in on the evenings with a gaggle of ladies, who invariably gave him plenty of attention—the admiration of the finer sex was the one kind of social event Washington enjoyed.


“Oney Judge, you are not the master of this kitchen,” Hercules growled. “And I’ll thank you not to charge in here and order people around. You know good enough where the pots are and the well pump, and the lye too, for that matter. See to your water yourself.”


Oney went to fetch a small iron pot, glaring at Hercules as she passed, although he had gone back to slicing the ham as though nothing had happened. She filled the pot with water from the pump that stood by the stone sink near the window, then set it among the coals on the hearth.


While she waited for the water to boil, she went to the laundry house and came back holding a small cake of lye soap and a long wooden fork. When the water boiled, she grabbed a cloth and carefully hoisted the small pot onto the worktable near Hercules and slowly lowered the shawl inside.


Hercules silently watched Oney lift the shawl out, soap it well, and drop it back into the pot.


“What exactly are you doing, Oney Judge?” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “How is it that you don’t have the good sense to do that in the laundry room and not here where I’m preparing food?”


Oney flopped into a chair.


“’Course I do,” she said. “But I also have the sense to know that all of you in here will sure want to know about Reverend Allen’s church. I reckon Fanny don’t care much about it either way seeing as how she only gets paid on how much washing she gets done and not for listening to stories.”


Hercules made a sound like a grunt, then took the platter of meats to the larder and placed it on a wooden bench and covered it with a clean linen cloth. When he returned he picked up the ham bone and scraped it down with his knife. He put the bone in a large footed kettle that was simmering gently in the fire, then went to the other side of the kitchen.


“Well, go on, then,” he said, coming back with three eggs in a bowl.


“Richmond, bring me a half cup of sugar, two cups Indian meal, and a nutmeg with my grater,” he called over his shoulder to his son, who sat husking dried corn by the open kitchen door. “You, Margaret, I need a molded crock—the one with the corn stalks on it.”


Margaret nervously leapt up when she heard her name, knocking over the low stool she had been sitting on, shelling peas. Beside her, Jane—the youngest and lowest ranking of the hired scullery maids—snickered. She came with her mother Mathilda on Fridays when soiree preparation required more hands. Hercules didn’t care for either of them because they didn’t seem to understand how things were in this house. He knew they saucily called him “General Kitchen” behind his back.


“Something amusing, Lady Jane?” Hercules said sharply, staring at the bony girl hunched over the wide pan of peas.


Now it was Jane’s turn to jump. “No,” she mumbled.


“What was that then?” Hercules said, louder this time, his voice ominous enough to cause Mathilda to look up from the corner table where she was kneading bread and for Mr. Julien, the hired French cook, to pause and glance over from where he was shucking oysters.


“Begging your pardon, t’were nothing,” she answered him sullenly, looking down at the peas she continued to shell, sliding her thumb down the length of the split dry pod. The kitchen was so silent the chink of each pea hitting the tin pan echoed loudly.


Hercules let his eyes sweep around the rest of the staff in the kitchen, challenging anyone to step out of line. Jane looked over at her mother, whose eyes warned her to mind her tone. Here in this kitchen Hercules was master. It wasn’t for them to question the manner in which the president or Mrs. Washington kept their house. Hercules saw Julien, in his corner, shake his head. He’d often told Hercules how odd he found Americans with their talk of liberty and freedom and yet they continued on with this business of holding slaves.


“Chef,” Julien said. “Would you taste this sauce before I pour it over the oysters?”


Hercules knew that Julien didn’t really need his opinion—the man had worked in some of the finest houses in Paris. As his eyes met Julien’s, a small smile of appreciation played at the corners of his mouth. It was the Frenchman’s way of showing the little slattern her place. It had been Julien who, in the French manner, insisted on calling him Chef. Hercules was indebted to him for that. Julien was the first white man who treated him like a true equal. The Frenchman was inspired by James Hemings, Mr. Jefferson’s cook, who was also called Chef, having been educated to cook in Paris.


“Certainly, Mr. Julien,” said Hercules, going to the Frenchman’s corner. “Although I know that your taste is far superior to mine.”


He leaned over and dipped his pinky into the thick white sauce in a small iron pot that Julien had brought over from the hearth. He thought a minute.


“A bit more salt, I would say—but only a bit,” he said.


Julien smiled and said, “Just so, Chef. Just so,” and added a pinch of salt to the sauce from the box on the table and stirred it vigorously.


“Now then,” said Hercules to Oney, as he returned to his own table where Richmond had set down the dry goods before returning to husking the corn. “What is this about Reverend Allen and his church?”


“Not just Allen, but them who has started the Free African Society are going to make a real and proper church for black folk,” she began while peering into the pot and giving the shawl a swish with the stick. “They’re moving that old abandoned blacksmith shop from the prison yard down to some property that Mr. Allen owns at the end of Sixth Street.”


“Huh,” Hercules replied, looking down at the bowl into which he was cracking the eggs with one hand. “You said today. Are they moving the building today?”


“That’s what I’m trying to tell you—they doing it now!” Oney sat up, excited. “If you had stepped outside this morning you’d have heard the noise clear to here.” She lowered her voice to a whisper that only Hercules could hear. “I managed to get away from Lady Washington for a moment and nip out to see the men lifting the building onto some rolling logs. Mr. Dexter is there to lead the horses.”


The free coachman, Oronoko Dexter, was one of the most trusted horsemen in the city. Along with Absalom Jones and Reverend Allen, he had started the Free African Society to help those who were recently liberated. Hercules had seen his share of these newly freed Negroes around town, wandering like specters unable to fend for themselves without the master’s yoke around their necks. They reminded Hercules of a dog that had been tied too long in one place—even when the rope was cut, the dog didn’t know better than to stay put.


Hercules glanced toward the kitchen door where Nate had stepped around Richmond, carrying the last small potatoes and carrots from the garden, and hesitated a moment before forcing himself to turn toward his son.


“Fetch some milk from the larder and scald it in a small pan, Richmond.”


While Richmond rushed to do the task, Nate scrubbed the vegetables before peeling them with sure, careful strokes. Hercules caught Richmond scowling in Nate’s direction while he aggressively stirred the heating milk so a little slopped over the edge of the pan. If the other boy marked the look, he didn’t show it. Richmond was forever jealous of the interest his father took in Nate—Hercules knew that—but Nate had abilities where Richmond did not.


Still, Hercules was bound and determined to get his son to learn. If he didn’t, where would the boy wind up? Back in the fields for sure. The kitchen, hot as it usually was, was far better than working morning to night bending, picking, plowing so the dirt worked its way deep into your skin and even your palms became dusky brown like the rest of you. And all the while an overseer was eager to use the whip to skin your flesh right off no matter what the General said because the General wasn’t there to see it, was he?


No. He had to do everything he could to keep his son in this house.


Hercules grated some nutmeg into the eggs, added the sugar, then mixed it powerfully with a birch whisk. “How far have they got?” he said to Oney.


“It’s taking a long time, to be sure,” she said. “I’d be surprised if they make it before sundown.”


“Hmmm.”


They worked in silence for a few minutes, Hercules whipping his concoction until it started to swell and take on a paler yellow hue. Richmond approached with a long-handled metal pitcher in which he had heated the milk.


“Pour the milk in by small measures,” he directed the boy. “Make the stream thin as you can, thin as a needle.”


Richmond gripped the pitcher handle with both hands and began to turn the pitcher forward. His hands shook.


“Steady, son,” said Hercules, laying a hand on Richmond’s shoulder. “Don’t grip so hard. You’re not pulling back an ox by the horns. Watch.”


Hercules moved his hand to Richmond’s wrist and gently angled it forward to pour a thin stream of the hot milk into the bowl while he continued to whisk his eggs. “Now, you continue like that until I say stop.”


Richmond tried to slowly pour, but then he faltered. Hot milk slopped over the pan and splashed into the bowl, sending its contents flying high.


“Take care!” exploded Hercules, grabbing Richmond’s wrist and forcing it back. Richmond looked at his father, stricken, then his face contorted with anger. He moved forward again with the pitcher, but Hercules put his hand up.


“Leave it,” he said harshly.


“I can do it now,” said the boy, trying to raise the pitcher again.


“No, you won’t,” said his father. “You’ve ruined it. Just go and get me more eggs.”


Richmond slammed the pan down and stormed off. Everyone looked down at their tasks as he came back from the larder, thrusting the eggs out at his father.


Hercules gave him a hard stare before taking the eggs and once again began whipping them with nutmeg.


“Go heat me more milk,” he said.


When the milk was ready, Richmond again stepped forward, ready to pour.


“Set it down there,” Hercules said without looking up. “Nate, come here, please.”


His son didn’t move as the other boy moved forward. Hercules had to swallow his exasperation. “Go on and finish husking that corn,” he told Richmond. “You can start grinding it after you’ve picked out all the kernels.”


Richmond opened his mouth to argue, but Hercules ignored him and turned to Nate.


“Now, son,” he said. “I want you to pour that milk slowly and carefully into this bowl while I whisk. Did you see how I did it before?”


“Yes, sir,” said Nate, glancing at Richmond’s back as he stormed away.


“Let’s go then,” said Hercules, taking up his whisk.


Nate held the handle of the pitcher and took a deep breath before lifting it to pour out the milk. He angled the pot so slightly that hardly any milk came out.


“A little more, boy, you’re doing fine,” said Hercules. “Just be easy.”


Nate angled the pitcher a little more. Everyone in the kitchen stopped mid-chore to watch as Hercules moved his whisk so fast it was just a blur.


“Good,” Hercules finally said, and Nate eased up the pitcher. “Give the rest of that to Mr. Julien for his potato cake and then boil those potatoes you peeled for him too. Mind you salt the water properly, Nate.”


“Yes, sir,” Nate said, returning to Hercules’s side.


“How salty then?” asked Hercules as he opened the crock containing the cornmeal and peered inside.


“Salty like the sea—Chef,” said the boy, looking at him nervously. A small smile that started at the bow of Hercules’s lips flowed out to the corners of his mouth.


“Just so—salty like the sea. Very good, son.”


Hercules took up a scoop and started to dip into the bowl of meal that Richmond had brought earlier, then barked, “Richmond! This is corn flour—I wanted meal!” The boy immediately set his corn aside and stood up to head back into the larder. “No,” said Hercules, not trying to hide his exasperation. “Margaret will do it.”


Margaret rose quickly and set her pan of peas on her stool.


“Yes, sir,” she said, heading toward the larder. She tried to catch Nate’s eye when she came out with the cornmeal, but he was busy with the potatoes.


Hercules poured cornmeal into the mixture in his bowl, then took up his spoon and began to stir the whole thing in smooth, even strokes.


“Now, girl, I need you to grease that crock,” he said, nodding at the mold she had brought him earlier. She brought a small piece of lard from the larder.


Hercules scooped up the ham bits he had scraped from the bone, added them to his pudding, then sprinkled in some dried thyme he had plucked from the string of herbs hanging on the wall behind him. When Margaret finished greasing the pudding pan, he poured the corn mixture inside it, covered it snugly, then set it in a large footed Dutch oven he half filled with water. He squatted to nestle the heavy cast iron pot in the embers of the fire and then stood, brushing ashes from his apron.


Oney stood too, hoisting the cast iron pan with the shawl in both hands and heading out toward the laundry building.


The kitchen settled back into a comfortable silence with everyone doing their own tasks. Hercules went into the cellar and came back with a small barrel that he set down on the worktable with a heavy thump.


“Mr. Julien, should Mr. Fraunces come down, please tell him that I’ve brought up the Madeira he asked for.”


The Frenchman nodded from the hearth, where he now squatted turning the spits of the four tin roasting ovens lined up there, each holding two or three squab he had dressed and stuffed earlier in the day. Between turning the spits, he carefully fried the potato cakes he had made from the leftover scalded milk and Nate’s potatoes.


Hercules untied his apron and placed it neatly over a chair near the door, then gave Richmond a quick rat-a-tat on the head as he passed him into the garden. He did not offer where he might be going, nor did anyone dare ask.


Outside, the waning sun cast a deep orange glow over the street. The red brick of the roads and the buildings that dotted Sixth Street glowed like irons in the fire, belying the chill wind that whipped down the avenue. Beyond Sixth the city opened up to wider country. The cold air raced over the flatlands and quickly cooled Hercules’s skin, still sweat-soaked from the heat of the kitchen, but he didn’t mind. Being away from the house was worth any discomfort of weather.


He walked past the State House and Congress Hall at the corner of Walnut, with the prison yard just across the street to the south. The crowd had gathered maybe a block and a half beyond the far end of the prison yard, barely moving as the ramshackle old blacksmith shop inched along on its rollers toward Reverend Allen’s property at the furthest end of the street. A team of ten massive horses patiently walked a few steps then halted, led by Oronoko Dexter, who stood in front of them and coaxed them along. He held his hand aloft as he walked backward, a warning to the other coachmen who walked alongside the team at regular paces, whips in hand, ready to force them along.


Eyeing the crowd, Hercules wished he had had the time to grab his fine coat from the attic quarters he shared with Richmond and Nate—not for the warmth but for the appearance of the thing. It was a fine cutaway coat as good as—nay, better—than any worn by the free black men here. But there was no call for him to be in the upper quarters in the shank of the day; it was too risky to even attempt it. Better to slip out of the kitchen here and there and return quickly, even in his shirtsleeves. There was time enough of an evening to set out for the city’s pleasures once every last morsel was plated and brought into the dining room by the footmen. Blacks and whites gathered to watch the spectacle. Some young gentleman jeered from the second-floor window of a fine house along the route, trying to spook the horses. Hercules spied Bess, the pickpocket, taking advantage of the chaos, weaving in and out of the crowd like a confused old woman. She’d earn a good take today.


Hercules passed close to the wall and nearly stepped on a pile of stench-filled rags. The rags shuffled and groaned near his foot. Old Ben lifted his head as if he were looking around even though there were just holes in his eye sockets.


“Alms? Alms?” he lisped automatically, running his tongue around his toothless gums and holding out his hand.


Hercules reached into his purse and pulled out a coin to press into the old man’s hand. He knew his story. Blinded by his master for trying to run away, and when he couldn’t see to work, the man had pulled every tooth in Old Ben’s head to sell to the dentist who made dentures for rich white folk.


Old Ben still tried to escape, once, twice, but blind as he was, he never got far, and each time the beatings crippled him worse. In the end, the master used him for stud on the slave women he owned, to increase their numbers and his profit. When Ben had gotten too old for that, he’d turned him into the street.


Hercules supposed that made the man now free—at least according to the abolition law—but what good was freedom when all he could do was beg and hope not to be robbed or abused for the amusement of drunks pouring out of the taverns that choked every block?


“Why have you left your corner, Ben?” Hercules asked. Normally the old man sheltered in the garden wall where the Reverend Allen lived.


“Is that the General’s cook?” said Ben, putting his head back and sniffing the air.


“None other,” said Hercules. “But, tell me, why have you moved?”


“Thought I smelled that bay rum off you,” Ben chuckled. “Mighty fancy you are . . .”


“Ben, do you want me to take you back?”


“Heh? No, son, I came here hoping the crowds will be generous.” He groped under his mass of rags and brought out a little tin cup and shook it. “Not too much yet, though . . .” His voice trailed off.


“Can you get back on your own?”


Now Old Ben lowered his head. “Get back . . .” he mumbled. “Miss Ollie done said the babe was stillborn but I reckon maybe massa already eat him by the time I got back . . .” Old Ben was gone into some mad recess of his mind. Hercules straightened and pushed down the fury that rose in his gullet, seeing the Bens of the world. If he gave voice or form to his anger he’d be raging every minute of his life, there were that many like the old man in the streets of Philadelphia, battered and used until they were nothing more than a husk.


As bad off as they were, Hercules was sure there those who’d had their share of worse because that’s how the whites were—they’d get all they could from you until there was no more. If there was a market for your very blood, bones, and skin after you were gone, they’d take that too, he thought grimly. Since there wasn’t, you’d just as likely become like Old Ben, a pile of rags waiting to die and be flung in some unmarked pit in the Negro Burial Ground.


His clamped his jaw down tight so his mouth was a hard line as he moved away from Ben and walked ahead toward the front of the crowd, where the Reverend Allen stood to one side of the team. He was talking to someone Hercules presumed was a free woman. He spent enough time at the tailor’s for his own clothes to know fashion, and this lady’s clothes were plain but well made in the English style and very clean. She wore a dark blue silk bonnet, rather than a head kerchief, and matching slippers. Both the bonnet and the slippers were embroidered with silver thread in a simple design. The five-button kid gloves and the lace ruffles at her elbows and on her petticoat were not numerous, but were enough to tell him she was a person of at least comfortable means.


She stopped mid-sentence as Hercules walked up and smiled politely. Reverend Allen, his head inclined to hear what the lady was saying, also looked over to him and a smile broke across his face.


“Ah, Master Hercules!” he said, extending his hand.


“Reverend,” Hercules said warmly, taking the hand into his own.


“And may I introduce you to Mrs. Harris?” Allen said, turning slightly to indicate the lady. “Mrs. Harris, this is General Washington’s cook—Master Hercules.”


Mrs. Harris offered her hand and Hercules bent over it politely.


“What brings you out today?” inquired Reverend Allen. The rest of his question was left unsaid. Allen, like everyone, knew that a black person in Washington’s house was an enslaved person who was not strictly free to come and go except upon the General’s business.


“Why, this!” Hercules said, choosing to ignore their unspoken question and instead sweeping his arm expansively across the scene beside them.


“It is quite something, is it not, Master Hercules?” Mrs. Harris said, smiling. “I myself have been drawn away from my work to come and look.”


“Your work, madam?” Hercules asked. She was probably a milliner or a seamstress, which would explain the clothes.


“I am a school teacher,” she said.


“Mrs. Harris has a school in Cherry Street,” Reverend Allen explained, answering the question in Hercules’s raised eyebrows. “She teaches our brothers and sisters their letters and arithmetics.”


“Other things too,” said Mrs. Harris, her eyes shining. “History and Latin. Natural sciences, even. Of course, I leave the religious education to you, Mr. Allen.”


The minister smiled. “The Lord’s army needs many soldiers, Mrs. Harris. God wants us all to teach the good word.”


“Whom do you teach, Mrs. Harris?” asked Hercules, who had never met a black schoolteacher, much less a woman. Shopkeepers, mariners, artists even—but a schoolteacher? There had been the white Quaker, Anthony Benezet, who taught slaves and free people of color, but he died back in ’87. There was the Association for Free Instruction that held meetings Sunday afternoons, but those were run by whites also.


“Anyone who cares to learn, sir,” she said. “Young, old, free, or . . .” She paused a moment and looked at him carefully. “Or not.”


“Whoa! Steady!” Oronoko Dexter called out toward the rear flank of the team. One of the horses had gotten spooked and tried to rear up after a man in a window dropped a white kerchief so that it fluttered before the animal’s eyes. Dexter gestured to a younger man walking alongside the third horse to come up to the front and put his hand on the bridle of the blue roan he had been leading, before he himself walked toward the back to soothe the nervous horse. Reverend Allen excused himself and headed toward the commotion.


“We hold classes every day, just as they do in the white schools,” Mrs. Harris continued, drawing Hercules’s attention back from the scene.


“Quite an undertaking, I imagine, madam,” he said.


“I would call it more of a mission,” she said, meeting his eyes.


Hercules smiled at the prim lady and bowed slightly. “And no doubt one at which you excel,” he said. There was something disturbing in the way she eyed him, like a fresh joint of meat. “If I may beg your leave, Mrs. Harris—I must, ah— I must get back. Will you please give the Reverend my apologies for running off?”


Mrs. Harris inclined her head. “Certainly, Master Hercules,” she said.


As he turned away to head down the street he heard the teacher call behind him, “Do come to Cherry Street some time! Look for the gray clapboard building in the alley.”


The General’s cook slipped down the narrow alley behind the stables at the rear of the presidential mansion. The orange that had set the streets aglow less than an hour before had faded into a pale indigo that bathed the white bricks of the stables a gentle lavender. From within the stables he could hear a series of snorts followed by the murmurs of Austin, the coachman. Just as he walked through the gate and around the corner, the large white head of the president’s favorite horse, Prescott, poked his head over a stall door. He tossed his head toward the breeze and his black nostrils flared as he caught the scent of Hercules. The blue twilight turned his white coat silvery-gray.


Hercules stepped toward the horse and put his hand on its nose. “There boy,” he said in his deep, buttery voice. “I don’t have anything for you now.” Inside the stall, Austin was brushing down the animal.


“He up there?” Hercules asked, nodding to the president’s study on the second floor.


“Yep, none too happy neither,” said Austin without turning from his work. “Met Mr. Adams as he was riding in and was obliged to see him upstairs.”


Prescott nudged Hercules’s hand, now lying still on his nose. More catlike than horse, he was. He absentmindedly began to rub the horse’s nose again, his thoughts dwelling on the odd Mrs. Harris before they settled on the General. If he was in with company he might have sent to the kitchen for refreshment. He hoped that Mr. Julien or even Nate had been free to see to it without calling attention to his absence.


“Oney told me about the Reverend Allen’s church. You been over to see it?” said Austin, standing straight now to brush Prescott’s mane. Lighter skinned than even his sister Oney, Austin cut a fine figure decked out in his livery in the coachman’s seat or standing on the running board of the presidential coach. Where Oney could be sharp and sassy, Austin was always quiet and pleasant.


“Yep, they’re moving slow. Won’t make it before sundown but they’ll make it,” Hercules said, giving the horse a final pat on the nose.


“Black Sam were looking for you,” said Austin, bending forward again to brush out Prescott’s rear flank. “Near kicked a fuss when he found you weren’t in the scullery.”


“Did he now?” Hercules said. He met Austin’s eyes calmly but his heart pounded a bit. Samuel Fraunces was no ally. Light-skinned and free, it was like he sometimes forgot that he wasn’t actually white and that he certainly wasn’t a Washington.


“Right then,” said Hercules giving Prescott a final pat between the ears. “Evening, Austin.”


“Evening, Hercules,” said Austin going back to currying the horse.


Hercules stepped through the kitchen door and tied on his apron, relieved that Fraunces hadn’t caught him walking in. He opened the Dutch oven and removed the crock with the corn pudding. It was golden and even. Later, after unmolding it, he would sprinkle some fine orange peel over it.


Samuel Fraunces came into the kitchen carrying a tray of used tea things and a small plate with one or two Shrewsbury biscuits just as Hercules returned to his worktable.


“. . . knows better than to stop in on a Friday evening.” Fraunces was muttering to himself and shaking his head. “Ate near a dozen biscuits too.”


He set the tray down on the table. “Where were you?” he snapped.


“Evening to you too, Black Sam,” Hercules answered. Nothing would make Fraunces angrier than the nickname that reminded him of his race. Fraunces glared at him before stepping outside to the cellar door and calling down.


“You there, Margaret, come and wash these things.”


Hercules looked at him as he returned. Small and slight, the steward was always impeccably dressed. From the fashionably styled silver wig to the buckles on his shoes, not a thread was ever out of place. It was the only thing that Hercules appreciated about him.


“I’ve sent Nate to the docks to see if the ship from Alexandria might have arrived,” Fraunces said curtly. “Richmond is helping arrange the dining room for the party.”


Hercules didn’t respond. He hoped that, for once, his son did his work well and didn’t give Fraunces reason to call him out. Richmond’s place here was far from secure—a fact that worried him daily because he knew the boy could be maddeningly inept. With these thoughts on his mind, he went into the larder and began bringing out platter after platter. There was the ham he had sliced so thinly and stuffed eggs they had prepared that morning. Between trips he grabbed one of the last biscuits from the plate. The crumbly shortbread melted easily in his mouth, leaving behind the pleasant tinge of caraway that flavored them.


“Those are not for you,” said Fraunces sharply.


Hercules paused midway to the larder and turned to face Fraunces. He popped the remains of the biscuit in his mouth and chewed slowly. When he was done he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand—a rough gesture he would normally never affect—so Fraunces would know that he meant it as a challenge.


Hercules was well aware that the General favored him—that had become clear to all when Fraunces wanted to bring his own cook into the President’s House. He narrowed his eyes as he remembered the day. The General had actually come down to the kitchen to see how he was settling in, which had irked Fraunces something awful. After the steward had bowed deeply, he had asked the president for a word.


“Sir—I don’t believe he will do,” Fraunces had said in a low voice, as if to make sure that Hercules, who was busy pretending to examine the cookware, would not hear.


Washington had only raised his eyebrows in his customary way, waiting for Fraunces to go on.


“He is not versed in the French ways . . .”


“Then teach him,” Washington had answered curtly.


“I am not at all sure he can be made to learn,” Fraunces had answered, straightening proudly. “I’ve worked with the best trained cooks in the country and—”


“And I’ve eaten in more houses and taverns in the country than I ever cared to—no one yet has answered as well as my cook,” said the president. “No one.” With the last he’d given Fraunces the withering look he gave anyone who contradicted him.


“You will make do with Hercules,” said Washington, walking around the steward, who inclined his head and bowed—not so deeply this time.


“You traveled well from Virginia?” Washington had asked, approaching Hercules.


“Yes, General, thank you, sir,” he’d answered, politely, but without any hint of the deference he knew Fraunces wanted him to show.


“Good, good,” Washington had said. “I’ve been missing your hoecakes. I’d like them for breakfast tomorrow.”


“My pleasure, sir,” said Hercules. Fraunces stood to the side and fumed, the thoughts plain on his face.


The rest of the kitchen staff, the scullions and the day workers, stood by agape. Washington hadn’t even acknowledged they were there.


“Good man,” said Washington, smiling in his tight-lipped way. “Fraunces,” he said, the smile vanishing as he acknowledged the steward and left the kitchen.


Later, when the General left, Fraunces had sidled up Hercules’s side and hissed at him about who did Hercules think he was conversing with the General as if they were two gentlemen in a parlor instead of him just a nigra slave? Why didn’t Hercules have the sense to duck his head or look at the floor?
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