

[image: image]



Quarantine

JOHN SMOLENS

[image: image]
 
PEGASUS BOOKS

NEW YORK LONDON


For Peter, Elizabeth, and Michael


For we must needs die,

and are as water spilt on the ground

which cannot be gathered up again.

Tombstone epitaph

Old Hill Burying Ground

Newburyport, Massachusetts


[image: img]


Contents

Part I: Miranda, Under the Yellow Flag

One

Two

Three

Part II: Quarantine

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Part III: Salvation

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Part IV: Love and Larceny

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Part V: Sand and Salt Water

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Part VI: Saints and Salvation

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Part VII: Crimes of Fate

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Part VIII: As Water Spilt on the Ground

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Epilogue

Afterword


PART I

Miranda,

Under the Yellow Flag


Newburyport, Massachusetts

June 1796

One

IT WAS PAST TEN BELLS WHEN THE HARBORMASTER SENT HIS son to fetch the doctor. Leander Hatch was nineteen, and as he sprinted from Sumner’s Wharf, across Market Square, and then up State Street, the smell of the salt marshes at low tide filled his lungs until he arrived, winded and sweating, at Wolfe Tavern.

Roger Davenport, who sat on a tall stool outside the open doorway, clutched Leander’s shoulder. “What’s your rush there?” Davenport seemed to have spent his entire life determining who should gain admittance to the ordinary.

“Doctor Wiggins is needed down to waterside.”

Davenport let go of the boy and folded his arms. “Now why would that be?”

Leander stared at the man, his hairless, round skull, his bulging neck. He was missing the lower portion of his right ear, which, according to rumor, had been bitten off by either a drunken sailor or a Water Street prostitute. “I was sent by my father, the harbormaster.”

“Caleb Hatch—he be your father?”

“Yes.” Leander hesitated, and then added, “Sir.”

Davenport leaned close, tilting his head to one side. “And what would he be wanting with Doctor Wiggins, at this hour?”

“I cannot say.” Leander peered into the smoky tavern, which reeked of tobacco, meat, and clam chowder. The room was crowded with men, sitting around tables, standing along the bar, the din of their voices at once jocular and angry. Women served them tankards of beer, bowls of flip, and platters of charred beef.

“All right. But you wait here.” Davenport slid off his stool and went inside the tavern, his big head just ducking beneath each low ceiling beam. He stopped at the booth nearest the fireplace, where a man was slumped over the table, his head resting on his forearms. Taking hold of his coat collar, Davenport lifted up Dr. Wiggins’s head, his wire-frame spectacles cockeyed on his face. Davenport yanked him out of the booth and pushed him back to the door, bringing jeers, laughter, and some applause from the other men in the room. Wiggins tried to resist, but he was too unsteady on his feet.

“You’ve been summoned,” Davenport said pleasantly as he shoved the doctor out onto the porch. “Take a whiff of low tide out there and you’ll be tolerably sober.”

The doctor stumbled down the steps and began wandering along State Street. Dr. Giles Wiggins was, by Leander’s estimate, in his late thirties, but he had the constitution of a man a full score older. He wore a frock coat that was rent, patched, and ill-fitting, and he appeared in perpetual need of a decent meal. Dark hair fell about his shoulders in disarray; yet, even though intoxicated, Leander thought his gaze suggested decorum and a manner of kindly inquiry uncommon in this harbor town. He was one of only three physicians in Newburyport, and merely a surgeon, whose only distinction was that he had learned his trade at sea during the war with England.

“What’s this about?” he said over his shoulder.

Leander followed a few steps behind, as though he were herding livestock. “My father wants you to accompany him out to a ship at anchor in the river basin. He has denied its request to tie up at the wharf.”

“Denied? Why?”

“He needs you to perform a medical inspection, Doctor.”

“What ship?” When Leander hesitated, the doctor stopped walking. “It has a name.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“You don’t know?” the doctor asked, turning around. “Or you cannot say?”

“I was told only to fetch you down to the wharf.”

The doctor began walking again, now with Leander at his side. “Tell me, how did the harbormaster determine that this ship might need to be inspected?”

“The pilot, Mr. Wainwright, he had been rowed out to Plum Island to guide the ship around the shoals and upriver.”

“Nothing unusual there—”

“He came right back to the wharf claiming that there be some illness aboard the ship.”

“What form of illness?”

“Fever, it appears, sir.”

“I see. You might have said so in the first place.”

When Leander didn’t reply, Doctor Wiggins studied him for a long moment. “Your eyes, they do take after your mother’s,” he said. Leander’s surprise caused the doctor to smile. “Well, we best not tarry with idle talk.”

He quickened his pace as they entered Market Square. Spars and masts stitched the night sky, and as they neared the water, the doctor appeared to take better possession of his faculties.

[image: img]

As the harbormaster’s skiff pulled away from Sumner’s Wharf, Giles Wiggins leaned over the side and heaved his guts into the river.

“Feel better now?” Caleb Hatch asked from the bow.

“I do, yes,” Giles said, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. “As a man of medicine, I’m a great believer in the benefits of vomit.”

The four oarsmen laughed. They were Thomas Poole, the current high sheriff, two constables, Jotham Poe and his brother Elisha, and Leander. They sculled downriver on the falling tide, entering the wide basin that was bordered to the north by the salt marshes of Ring’s Island and to the south by the clam beds of Joppa Flats. Due east, Plum Island’s dunes were lit by a three-quarter moon rising above the Atlantic. Straight ahead, a three-mast brigantine lay at anchor.

“Starboard,” Caleb Hatch called out. “Keep us upwind of her.”

“This is the Miranda?” Giles said.

Jotham Poe raised his head from his labor, grinning. “Aye, one of your brother’s ships, Doctor, come north from the Caribbean. Named after your own mother, I believe?”

The doctor glanced at Leander. “I asked if you knew the name of this ship.”

The boy looked to his father, who said, “Upon my instructions, Doctor. The boy was only following orders.”

“I see.” Giles settled a haunch on the port gunwale. “Everyone knows that at night I can usually be found in the public house.”

Jotham and Elisha Poe laughed again as they pulled at their oars. Constables had a rather dubious distinction in Newburyport, and the title often brought more fear than respect. Some of the high sheriff’s men had served in the militia against the British, while others merely shouldered sticks during marching drills on the training field at the Mall; all worked for small coin and required other forms of employment.

Giles looked toward Joppa Flats, which was dotted with dozens of clam diggers’ lanterns as they worked the low tide. Suddenly he stood up and cupped his hands about his spectacles. In the middle distance he thought he made out two low black lines, moving through the water. The splash of an oar caught the moonlight.

“They’re rowing ashore.” Giles pointed toward the two boats.

Caleb Hatch turned his head and leaned forward. “Two?”

“No,” Leander said. “Three.” He pointed toward another dark line in the water that was closer in toward shore.

The boy was long-limbed but not awkward. He had his mother’s lean face, her fair hair. “Very good, Leander,” the doctor said.

“Jotham,” the harbormaster said. “I sent you out with explicit instructions that no one was to disembark from that vessel without my consent.”

“Aye, sir,” Jotham said, and then he snorted. “But you can’t keep sailors on deck when they can smell the rum and pussy ashore. And I wager you’ll find goods from the Miranda sold in Market Square tomorrow. Enoch Sumner—there’s a man who knows how to line his pockets.”

The skiff drew alongside the Miranda. Several of the ship’s crewmen were standing along the rail. “Who’s your captain?” Caleb Hatch called out.

There was a moment when the crew looked amongst themselves, and then one man said, “I am in command of this ship.” His voice was laced with a French accent.

“And you are?” the harbormaster asked.

“Captain Antoine Delacourte.”

“Captain, I’m Caleb Hatch, the harbormaster, and you were given instructions that no one was to leave this ship.”

“That is so.”

“We saw boats rowing ashore.”

“Boats? We have seen no boats rowing ashore.” Delacourte looked to his left and right, and then held his hands out over the railing as though to show that he wasn’t concealing anything. “I assure you, we have complied with all requests.”

“I see,” Hatch said. “I’ve brought the doctor here to inspect your ship.”

After a moment, the captain said, “Very well, Monsieur.”

Delacourte then barked orders in French, and lines were thrown to the oarsmen. Once the skiff was secured, a rope ladder was rolled down the side of the ship’s hull. Giles climbed aboard and found a small band of crewmen on deck. Their clothes were reduced to rags, and several wore no shirts. They stared at the doctor as though they were prepared to draw knives and defend their ship to the last.

Delacourte was an obese man in a tattered white coat that was stretched taut across his belly. “We arrive on the morning tide and wait for the pilot to come and guide us to port. This pilot, he will not take us up to harbor. You must replace this man.”

There was a faint cough from somewhere below.

“What’s your cargo?” Giles asked.

Delacourte cleared his throat. “Molasses and sugar, mostly. Lumber. Livestock. And horses, fine stallions for Mr. Sumner, the owner of this ship.”

“I wish to go below,” Giles said.

Delacourte straightened up, as though determined to refuse this request.

“I am Dr. Wiggins, Captain. Enoch Sumner’s my half-brother, and Mr. Hatch down there in that skiff is the harbormaster, along with Mr. Poole, the high sheriff, and I have the authority to inspect this ship. Do you understand?”

Delacourte considered this a moment, then said, “I will accompany you myself—”

“I’d prefer to go on my own, Monsieur. It sounds like you have a sick man down there.”

Delacourte hesitated a moment before he said, “Indeed. Anything for my crew.” He turned to one of them, an older man in a cook’s apron. “Mead, take the good doctor below.”

Mead nodded obediently and led the doctor astern to the companionway. Giles descended and paused at the bottom of the stairs—the air below was close. Mosquitoes hovered around the dim lanterns that hung from the low deck beams. There was an odor of something fetid that had turned days ago in the heat. He looked up at Mead, who remained up on deck. “What’s that smell?”

“Don’t know, Doctor. Just me cookin’?”

Giles went below. He had to stoop as he moved forward in the ship. There were perhaps two dozen hammocks strung from the ceiling beams, ghostly shapes in the near-dark. Farther below, in the ship’s hold, he could hear pigs grunting, the heavy knock of horse’s hooves. Forward of the mainmast there were two hammocks. He took a lantern from a ceiling hook and approached the first hammock, which was occupied a boy who couldn’t have been more than eighteen. His eyes were closed, and his face and shirt were soaked with sweat. Giles hung the lantern from a nearby hook and placed his hand on the boy’s forehead; he was burning with fever. Startled, he opened his eyes, confused and fearful.

“It’s all right, son,” Giles said. “I’m a doctor.” With his thumb he rolled up the boy’s left eyelid. Even in the flickering lamplight he could see that the eyeball had a yellow tinge to it, as did the boy’s skin. “What’s your name?”

“Joseph, sir. Joseph Eagan.”

“How long have you been like this, Joseph?”

“Can’t say. Four, five days at least.”

“How many crew have you lost?”

There was a moment of clarity in the boy’s eyes. “Four.” With effort he lifted his head so he could look toward the bow, where a man lay in the other hammock. “I haven’t heard nothing from Pellatier there. He’s been groaning something awful, but now he’s stopped.”

Giles went over to the other hammock, stepping round a pool of black vomit on the floor. Pellatier’s mouth and beard were covered with dried blood. Giles felt his neck for a pulse but there was none.

“Are we in Newburyport, sir?”

The doctor returned to the boy. “Yes, Joseph.”

“Can I go ashore?”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.”

“Then I’ll die here, too.”

“We can’t let any crew off the ship until we know what we’re dealing with.”

After a moment the boy closed his eyes and nodded his head. “I’m very thirsty.”

“You’re a brave fellow, Joseph. I’ll see that you get water.” Giles began to turn away, but then looked at the boy again. “Tell me, the other crewmen who died, they were buried at sea?”

“They were,” the boy said. “Captain Frothingham was very swift about it.”

“What is his name?”

The boy’s eyes opened and he appeared puzzled. “Captain Frothingham, sir.”

“Wears a white frock coat?”

“Yes.”

“Delacourte wears it now.”

“The first mate.” Joseph nodded weakly. Then he suddenly tried to raise his head, and Giles took hold of his shoulders to help him. A fierce heat came through his damp shirt and his lips were cracked and parched. “Then the captain’s took ill, too, has he?” the boy asked.

“I suspect so.”

Joseph’s eyes grew wide and perhaps fearful.

“What is it, son?”

“Delacourte. After dark he sent boats ashore.”

“I know,” Giles said. “We saw them.”

The boy shivered as he eased back in the hammock.

“I’ll have water brought immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The doctor made his way back through the ship and climbed the companionway. Mead was sitting on the top step, and he got to his feet. He wouldn’t look directly at the doctor. “You go down and give that boy water, plenty of water, Mead. And put a blanket over him—and broth in small portions, so he might have a chance to keep it down.” The cook looked terrified as he stared down into the companionway. “Now, Mead.”

Reluctantly, the man descended into the bowels of the ship, murmuring to himself. Giles went to the port rail, where Delacourte stood with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Awful business, isn’t it, Doctor?”

“That’s the captain’s coat you’re wearing,” Giles said.

“I am the captain.”

“You are the first mate, who put the captain’s coat on after he died.”

Delacourte lifted his chin and would not return Giles’s gaze.

“You have sent boats ashore—we saw them. This is in direct contradiction to orders issued by the harbormaster. No one else on this ship is to go ashore.” The doctor looked at the crew, who now appeared ready to rush at him. “None of you,” he said loudly, “is to leave this ship. I will advise the harbormaster that this vessel should be placed under quarantine until further notice. Mr. Delacourte, you are to fly the yellow flag.”

“We are under quarantine?” Delacourte turned to the doctor now.

“Until further notice.”

“But we are nearly out of fresh water, and our provisions are low—”

“They will be sent out to you. And under the circumstances, I will recommend that the harbormaster have some of our constables stand guard.”

“We are under arrest?”

“They will not come aboard but will remain in their boats.”

Delacourte folded his arms. “This is an outrage.”

“Their purpose is to see that you and the rest of your crew remain on this ship until further notice.” Giles climbed over the rail to the ladder and descended to the skiff.


Two

SHE HEARD THE WAGON COMING UP HIGH STREET, AND WHEN it turned into the drive she laid down her book and pushed herself up out of her chair. Her bedroom windows looked down on the courtyard and the stable in back. She watched the driver halt the team, the sound of hooves and harnesses reverberating off of the cobblestone. Two stable boys came out and tended to the horses. There was also much commotion downstairs, and soon her son Enoch emerged from the back door, leading this evening’s entourage into the courtyard. As usual, he wore an enormous cocked hat and was accompanied by his nuisance of a small dog, Bowsprit. He walked with a cane, favoring his right foot, which was prone to gout. He hobbled toward the wagon and the large wooden cask tied in the bed.

As everyone gathered around the wagon, Enoch gave instructions while the driver and one of the livery boys untied the ropes that secured the cask. Jonathan Bream, Enoch’s personal bard, spread out his arms and bellowed, “Ode to the mighty task of lifting so heavy a cask!” Delighted, the inebriated members of the entourage applauded. They consisted of the usual fools and fops who gathered most nights in the Sumner house, and, of course, they were accompanied by ladies of easy virtue, with gay voices, pinched waists, and powdered, overripe bosoms.

It took several men to lower the cask to the cobblestones. Enoch then removed his cocked hat and the others fell silent with bowed heads. He was not wearing a periwig, and she could see the bald crown of his head as he murmured a prayer. A solemn prayer made in jest, for it was all in jest, night after night, the food, the beverage, the women, all in the perpetual pursuit of what Enoch called Diversion. And as long as he paid for it, he would have company to help him seek these nightly entertainments.

When he finished his prayer, Fields, the butler, came out of the house with a drill and a tap. He set the drill in the top of the cask and began to turn the handle, boring down into the wood. Two of the servants arrived with pewter goblets on silver serving trays, which they distributed to members of the entourage. A kind of frenzy overtook the audience. Ladies turned and swirled their skirts. A man walked around the courtyard on his hands. Bowsprit yapped madly. And Jonathan Bream, standing next to the cask, with great drama cried, “This must be the finest rum to be made by man. God bless our dear departed Captain Frothingham!”

Amid the frivolity, Enoch turned and glanced up at the house. She quickly stepped back from the window. Suddenly her lungs seemed to have collapsed and she couldn’t breathe. She feared that she might faint. Her skin prickled; she could feel the heat rising in her face. The laughter in the courtyard seemed to invade her room, and when she closed her eyes it felt as though she were turning slowly. This too had come upon her before, here in her room, where she was so often confined—a self-imposed imprisonment, one of necessity, or so she believed. It was said that Enoch Sumner was mad, a semi-literate imbecile (though this never stopped him from publishing broadsides in the local newspapers), but she knew otherwise. He was indeed addled, frequently inebriated, and perpetually randy, but beneath this outrageous veneer was concealed a shrewd, calculating instinct that had brought him his fortune.

When she caught her breath, she went out into the hallway, startling one of the maids, the Jamaican girl, Cedella, who quickly curtsied. Ignoring the girl, she descended the stairs, moved down the hall, pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen, and burst in on the cooks who were cleaning up the kitchen after the night’s dinner.

“Ma’am?” Miriam asked, wiping her hands on her apron. “Would you be in need of something? I can still prepare you a plate—you must be famished, as you did not come down for dinner.”

She picked up a cleaver, causing Miriam to take a step backwards. The girl scrubbing the stove dropped her brush in fright.

She put down the cleaver and went to the fireplace. There, leaning against the brick, was an axe for splitting kindling. When she picked up the axe, the girl began sobbing.

“Ma’am,” Miriam said, bravely stepping forward, though her voice was fretful. “Might I assist you in some way? Because you certainly needn’t—”

She placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and pushed her aside. She went through the mudroom, threw open the back door, and stepped out into the courtyard. The revelers stopped their festive gyrations and stared at her in awe.

After a moment, Enoch said, “Ah, Mother, so glad you decided join us.”

“Not a drop!” she cried as she crossed the courtyard, the axe raised above her head. She brought the blade down on the unopened cask, splintering wood and splashing herself with rum. She swung again, breaking the boards down one side. Rum poured out of the cavity, drenching her feet, her shoes, her fine silk dress. The physical release was welcome—and with several more blows of the axe she continued to demolish the cask.

Then she stopped, again breathless and overcome with exhaustion. The courtyard was silent, except for the sound of rum trickling along the cracks between cobblestones.

And there was movement—it came from inside the cask, as first a hand, followed by an arm, appeared in a gap in the boards.

The ladies shrieked, clutching at men for protection.

Then a sound came from inside the cask, a tumbling of something heavy, until Captain Frothingham appeared in the hole, his face grossly swollen, his eyes still open, his tongue thick and black.


Three

LEANDER WAS AWAKENED AT DAWN BY THE BROWNES’ ROOSTER. His bed was in the attic, and outside he could also hear the neighborhood’s pigs and chickens stirring in their pens and coops. Mourning doves, lined up along the roof peak, cooed gently. He got up, dressed in yesterday’s britches and a clean shirt, which was stiff from washing. The deep smell of clams filled the house. He climbed down the ladder to the hallway and went into the kitchen. His mother was at the stove, cutting into a clam pie. She put a slice on a plate and brought it to the table.

“You came home much too late last night,” she said as she sat across from him.

At the end of the table his sister Sarah nibbled on a piece of bread, her eyes looking straight ahead. When their mother spoke to him sharply, Sarah often became quiet and curious.

“I was with Father,” he said. “He didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“He sent me to find Doctor Wiggins.”

“At that hour the doctor couldn’t have been much sober.” Then there was a moment when her eyes moved away as though she were trying to recall something. Leander had seen this in his mother before—a moment when her mind seemed to wander away. Her expression became quizzical, distracted, but then she turned back to him and asked, “You did find him?”

Leander nodded. “And we rowed out to a ship anchored off Joppa Flats.” He cut into his clam pie with his fork, but it was so hot he had to hold his mouth open and exhale before he could start to chew. “There’s sick men on board and—”

The back door opened, admitting bright sunlight. Leander’s father stepped inside, pulling the door shut. He went to the sideboard and dunked his hands in the water bucket, and then toweled them off.

“What about these sick men?” Leander’s mother asked.

Leander had long ago realized that it was common for his father to not tell her things, and he wondered if he would be giving away a secret. But as his mother looked across the table, he knew he could neither lie nor deceive. “The ship must remain at anchor in the basin,” he said, “and the men are to stay on board.”

“Why?” his mother asked.

Leander cut another piece of pie but hesitated before putting it in his mouth. “He said the ship was under—can’t remember the word. They must fly a yellow flag.”

His mother picked up her mug of tea, but then put it down. “Quarantine?”

“That’s it,” Leander said.

For the first time his mother turned to consider his father, who was staring out the small window above the sideboard. His mother and father rarely looked directly at each other. They maintained long silences, and when they did speak to each other it was usually about matters concerning the children or the house or work. Sarah was old enough to notice this as well, and she had asked Leander what it meant. He was twice her age and Sarah often sought explanations from him. He wasn’t always certain he had the right answer, but he felt it was important to make her believe he did. He had told his sister that their mother and father understood each other too well, that words were seldom necessary. In fact, he wasn’t sure what that meant, but Sarah seemed to accept it as the truth.

Neither of his parents spoke. His father continued to stare out the window. Finally, his mother leaned over and picked up Sarah and held her in her lap.

His father went to the door and took his leather satchel down off the peg, which he slung over his shoulder. He said to Leander, “You stay off the wharves now, hear?”

Leander nodded. “But I must go down to Joppa while the tide’s low.”

His father’s eyes seemed to reconsider—a rare thing. He bore hard resentments that Leander didn’t understand, but he was the harbormaster, and formerly the high sheriff—both difficult, respected positions in Newburyport, and he believed in work and responsibility. “All right, you can go to the flats. Fill your dreeners with clams, but don’t dawdle.” He opened the front door and stepped out into the street.

Leander stared at his plate as he chewed the last piece of clam pie. His mother was braiding Sarah’s hair, but when her hands stopped he raised his eyes. “That’s what Doctor Wiggins told your father—that the ship had to be placed under quarantine?” She didn’t wait for an answer, and whispered, “Dear God.”

[image: img]

It was no surprise that Giles was summoned to his mother’s bedside. Though he had no formal education in medicine, Newburyporters had bestowed the title of doctor upon him since his service during the war with Britain. When he was nineteen, he had been a surgeon’s assistant at the start of the conflict, serving on the Essex, and later on a number of privateers that sailed from Newburyport. His half-brother Enoch, who was eight years his senior, had served as captain of some of those privateers, which had escorted many a captured ship back to Newburyport. Supply ships for the British army, mostly, and several times vessels with gold and silver in their holds. The bounty from such prizes brought Enoch great profit during the war, and once the hostilities with England ceased he invested his money in the construction of a fleet of ships that now traded throughout the world.

Giles’s visits to his mother were frequent. She had long ago become a reclusive scold, with a temper that was as volatile as it was unpredictable. She often spent days—sometimes weeks—confined to her room with ailments both real and imaginary. Giles supplied her with a variety of pills, powders, and potions; some eased her misery, if only temporarily. What ailed his mother was beyond medicine. There were indeed times when she seemed thoroughly addled—no surprise considering that for years Enoch had been methodically driving her to distraction with his assorted excesses and vices. Yet too often Giles had also been witness to her remarkable powers of insight and perspicacity.

He arrived on foot at the front gate of Enoch’s High Street mansion, where he was admitted by a uniformed guard. One of the maids, a dark-skinned girl with a Jamaican accent, led him upstairs to his mother’s room. He placed his medicine bag on the floor and pulled a straight-back chair next to the canopy bed. His mother wore a lace sleeping cap tied under her double chin. Her face was as white as the bed linen. She had an enormous bosom and a neck thick with goiter. As was his custom, Giles examined her eyes, and then untied the top of her gown and put an ear to her sternum. Her heartbeat was strong today, but he thought too rapid. She did not look at him as he examined her, but stared at the canopy draped above her.

“You seem quite well today,” he ventured.

“Better than your cousin,” she whispered.

“My cousin? Which one?”

“He’s—” she began, but hesitated.

“He is ill?”

“He is pickled.”

“Pickled?”

She turned her head on the pillow. Her eyes were hazel and had a fierce light in them. “Did you know you were related?”

“Mother, it seems we are related to everyone north of Boston.”

“I suppose it does,” she said, smiling faintly. “Best to assume someone is your relation until you know otherwise.”

“Your predilection for speaking in riddles, it can be maddening.” But she only gazed at him, unmoved. “Which cousin are you speaking of?”

“Daniel Frothingham.”

“Captain Frothingham, of the Miranda?”

“Yes, he was the son of your father’s cousin Amelia. She married a seaman and moved across the Merrimack to Amesbury, which is often as good as severing ties with the family.” She paused for one of her dramatic sighs, and then said, “But salt air was in the boy’s blood as well, and eventually he went to sea, and in recent years has been in the employ of your brother. Until …” She looked away in an effort to emphasize that what she was about to say was most difficult. “Until they brought him here last night, packed in a cask of rum.”

Giles rose from his chair involuntarily. “Unbelievable.” He walked to the window. “That explains it.”

“Now who’s talking in riddles.”

Giles returned to her bedside and sat down again. “Last night the harbor master asked me to inspect the Miranda. There’s some sort of fever running through the crew. I ordered the ship quarantined. Nothing, not even a cask, is supposed to have been brought ashore—and certainly not a cask containing the body of the captain.”

“You want to quarantine one of your brother’s ships?” She looked at him as though he were a boy spinning some fantastic and implausible yarn. “Really, Giles.”

“I had no choice. That ship, potentially it’s a threat—”

“The Miranda,” she said, quite blissfully, “it’s the finest ship in your brother’s fleet. I was delighted that he named her after me.”

“He did so upon your suggestion.”

“Mine?”

“Please, Mother, you’re missing the point.”

She gazed at him, hurt. “ I don’t recall making any suggestion.”

“I should examine his body.”

“Enoch’s?”

“The captain’s,” he said, exasperated. “Our cousin’s body.”

“Examine it? Why?”

“For cause.”

“It’s a little late. He’s dead.”

“Precisely. I need to know how he died.”

“Does it matter? Now?”

“It matters greatly.”

She busied herself by tying up her gown. “Well, you are too late for that, as well,” she said with sudden vehemence. “They buried him in that stand of trees beyond the north pasture. I told him that Daniel was family and deserved a proper funeral. But no, our cousin had been packed in a cask of rum—for the sake of preservation until the ship returned to Newburyport—and thus he was guilty, in your brother’s eyes, of spoiling the rum. For such an offense, no proper burial would be granted. Just a deep, eternal hole in the shade overlooking the salt hay meadow. Guilty, indeed.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t bury him at sea. A number of the crew aboard the Miranda died too, and they were put over the side, which is proper for a seaman.”

“A very good point, Giles.” She gazed up at him, her eyes suddenly curious. “You want to know why?” He nodded. “Well, I have a theory, which like all theories is hard to prove. I suspect—no, more than suspect—I believe that when the Miranda set sail all the way back in France, certain members of the crew left with specific orders from Enoch here in Newburyport: that the ship return with a dead sea captain.”

“Foul play? That’s your theory?”

“Well, Enoch’s ships come and go between here and Europe constantly, and it would have been easy to convey such a message to someone aboard the Miranda. But why—why, that’s what we don’t know.”

“Enoch had his own captain murdered aboard ship.”

She shrugged. “You know how vindictive your brother can be. And he wanted hard evidence of the death, thus the pickled proof.”

“Mother, I believe—no, I’m certain, that Captain Frothingham died of a fever.”

“How convenient.”

Giles leaned back in his chair. It was pointless to go on, but then he asked, “You’ve seen the body?”

“Oh my, yes.” She nodded toward the window. “Down there in the courtyard, last night.” Then, proudly she added, “I rather liberated him from his cask, the contents of which he was obliged to spoil. Revenge of the dead—I hope, at least, that one day my passing will reap such meager consolation.” And smiling, she added, “Certainly you’ve noticed that a vindictive streak tends to run through the family.”

“What did he look like?”

“Captain Frothingham? Dead—bloated and dead. How is a body packed in rum supposed to look?” Then she laughed. “Preserved, after a fashion!”

“I understand that Enoch can be vindictive,” Giles said. “But why would he give such orders regarding the captain of his own ship?”

“Jealousy, perhaps. Yes, I think jealousy—it springs from one’s passions, cuts to the heart of what really matters.” His mother gave him a knowing, even seductive smile, as though she possessed a rare secret.

“Enoch,” he said slowly, and her eyes widened in anticipation. “He was always very keen on our relations.”

“Certainly more than you ever were,” his mother urged.

“Perhaps Enoch knows that our cousin was—” He didn’t dare complete his thought.

“Yes! Daniel was another of your father’s moments of impetuosity,” she said. “Both of my husbands had a tendency to dally, and for their efforts they had the decency to expire at an early age. Your father, Herbert, he used to spend a lot of time across the river in Amesbury, and then I learned that he was sending money to his cousin Amelia.”

“To support the boy, Daniel.”

“Herbert, at least, showed a modicum of restraint. Daniel was the only hard evidence of his indiscretions. My first husband, Abajah, he was more prolific. And your brother, he’s very much like his father was—sometimes I think half the boys that work out in the stable and the fields are the fruit of his loins. I see resemblances everywhere—the eyes, the nose, the mouth. By way of compensation to their mothers, he takes the boys in and puts them to work. Girls too, but less often—unless they are unusually comely. And then you know where that will lead.…”

Giles studied his mother’s withered hands, folded on the counterpane.

“Have you never been so impetuous and reckless, Doctor?”

It bothered him when his mother called him Doctor. Both she and Enoch did so in a way that made him feel inconsequential and fraudulent. “Excuse me?”

“You have never married,” she said; “and you have never … been where you shouldn’t have been, at least not long enough for it to have a lasting effect?”

Giles cleared his throat. “Not to my knowledge, no.”

“No, dear. You don’t make such errors of judgment, while your brother lives from one error to the next and, remarkably, has managed to profit considerably from it. Three wives. Three! But, like my husbands, they all had the decency to die young.”

“But the second one, Lucy, bore him a son.”

“Yes,” she said. “Young Samuel. More than two years now in Paris, spending his father’s money on God knows what. Well, I know what!” She raised a hand and let it fall on the counterpane, a gesture of futility. “And now Enoch is suffering serious financial reversals. Sometimes I fear he will squander every coin he has. These frequent scenes of revelry and debauchery—they do come at a price.”

Familiar with these complaints, Giles said nothing.

This only seemed to make his mother less satisfied. “The difference between you and your brother is like the difference between your fathers. I can usually read Enoch’s mind. Generally, he reacts to whatever sensation he experiences without any reservation. He’s motivated by wants: food, wine, warmth, and, of course, women. I never understood your father, which was probably why I married him. Curiosity. There are worse reasons to enter into the matrimonial state. At a very young age you began to devise ways to conceal your thoughts and feelings from me, and after that dreadful disease that took your father, you were really quite lost to me. It was a loss greater than losing your father, if you must know. I imagine that you practice medicine because you felt helpless as your father suffered from the horrors of smallpox.”

“There wasn’t much thought to it, really,” Giles said. “During a battle at sea, a doctor simply ordered me to clean a sailor’s wounded leg, and from there it seems my future was settled.”

“But you are loyal. I live under Enoch’s roof, but you come when I call.”

“Like Bowsprit.”

“A detestable creature, that dog,” she said. “Frankly, I sometimes worry that your brother is afflicted in some way that neither medicine, nor religion, nor common sense can remedy.”

“Mother, I cannot cure my brother of such ailments.”

Exhausted, she sighed, “I know.” She turned her head away, the usual sign that he was being dismissed.

“What I can tell you is that you worry things so that you place your own health in jeopardy.” He got to his feet and removed a bottle from his bag and placed it on her night table. “Every couple of hours,” he said.

“Yes, what I need is a cure for Enoch,” she whispered.

“Really, Mother.”

“Certainly you could give me something, Doctor? Something I could put in his food. Or his drink—that would certainly be the quickest.”

“Of course not.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a doctor, so to speak. We try to heal, remember? Not—”

She laughed. “Giles. You were just a bloody sawbones in the war. You could at least do this for your mother.”

“Do what?” he said impatiently as he picked up his leather bag.

“Cut him up. Get out your saw and, you know—” She made a back-and-forth motion with her hand. “Drug him first, if you like, so he won’t make a fuss.”

“Mother, please, you can make this request only so often before one takes you seriously.”

Wronged, she pleaded, “You have no idea what it’s like for me, living under his roof.”

Giles nodded toward the bottle he’d left on the table. “Every two hours.”

“You won’t help me? Then you are an absolute coward.” In exasperation, she looked away, and closed her eyes. “I do so hate the sight of blood.”
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Leander left his house on Orange Street, carrying his two empty dreeners, wire baskets that rattled in his hands. His short-handled rake stuck out of the back pocket of his britches. He walked down to Water Street, which ran alongside the Merrimack. The houses here were small and close together. People were doing morning chores, feeding animals, chopping firewood. Insects filled the air, and a fresh sea breeze tossed the marsh grass. It was a day that promised to be hot and humid, with perhaps a thunderstorm by late afternoon.

He came to a row of clam shacks above Joppa Flats and stopped at his grandfather’s. The door was open and the shack was empty. Leander gazed out at the flats and could see that the men had already begun digging, though it was still a few hours before low tide. He took off his boots, leaving them on the stoop next to his grandfather’s, and then walked down the path and crossed the beach that was strewn with wrack lines of dried seaweed. When he stepped out on the flats, his feet sank down in the cold muck.

About a hundred yards out, he found his grandfather bent over this morning’s trench. His legs were spread wide and he pulled the muck back carefully with his rake. When he gathered up clams with one hand he inspected each one before putting it in his dreener. Those that were too small he pushed back in the trench. He already had filled one basket.

“My little darlings are singing and whistling to me today,” he said without looking up.

Leander put down his dreeners and took his rake from his pocket. “Have you left me a few, Papi?”

“Got to be fast, boy, if you want to harvest Joppa clams.” Coverly Minot was a lean man with a white beard that fanned out over his chest. His shirt sleeves were rolled up all the way to his shoulders. Leander was taller already, but he still didn’t have taut, muscular arms and shoulders like his grandfather.

Papi said loudly, “‘Now the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the son of Amittai, saying—’” and here Leander joined in, for they often recited the Bible together as they dug clams—“‘Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up before me. But Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord, and went down to Joppa; and he found a ship going to Tarshish: so he paid the faire thereof, and went down into it, to go with them unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord—’” and then Papi stopped and straightened up to gaze out at the river.

“Since I was your age,” he said, “I have worked these beds named Joppa and have often thought that this is why the clams here are so plentiful. This is blessed shellfish. But it makes me wonder about Jonah.”

“How so?”

“Why did the fool want to flee the presence of the Lord? You see my point?”

“Well,” Leander paused over his trench and sat back on his haunches, “Jonah didn’t do as he was told. He didn’t go to Nineveh and cry against the wickedness there.” His grandfather continued to stare out at the river. “So if he had done what he was told, he wouldn’t have ended up in the belly of the fish.”

Papi nodded his head. “Exactly.” He was staring toward the Miranda, which was at anchor about a half mile out in the basin. “That ship, it remains at anchor since arriving yesterday. And they fly the yellow flag. See those two boats drifting by her—it’s the constable’s men, standing guard to make sure the crew doesn’t try to come ashore.”

“I was out there last night. Helped row Father’s boat,” Leander said with some pride. His grandfather regarded him for a moment. “Doctor Wiggins says there are men with fever on board.”

Papi had thick eyebrows, which pulled close together, indicating that he was displeased. “I hear George Danforth rowed out and sold them some cod and mackerel.”

“How long’s it going to last, this quarantine?”

“Who knows? The newspapers say there are epidemics in Baltimore and Philadelphia. Hundreds of people dying. And there are cases of fever being reported in New York and Boston. I suppose it was bound to find its way to Newburyport.” His grandfather leaned over his trench and resumed digging. “It is a form of wickedness, this fever. It truly is. We have just entered the belly of the whale, Leander, and ye must keep your faith.”

Leander gazed out at the ship, watching a frenzy of seagulls wheel above its stern, squawking as they dove into the water after garbage that was being thrown overboard. He tried to convince himself that he had no fears—Papi was often telling him that if you are honest and you have faith, you need not fear anything in this world. But this wasn’t true, of course. It was really a matter of not revealing what you fear, to anyone, and perhaps even to yourself. Leander knew what he feared, though he seldom was able to name it. Fear would suddenly rise up inside him when he heard his parents talking about things he didn’t understand, and it often would crush him when he thought about his sister, the dark world she inhabited. Sarah rarely seemed afraid, but when she was she often turned to him, because she thought he was strong and brave. But he knew he wasn’t, and he didn’t know how to admit to his sister, his blind sister, that he was afraid of that which he could not see. The yellow quarantine flag luffed from the top of the ship’s main mast, indicating the presence of some invisible danger, a pestilence. Perhaps, Leander thought as he bent over and pulled the claws of his rake through the muck, it’s best not to think about invisible things—maybe his sister was brave, truly brave, because she could not see. Maybe it is better to be blind.
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They dug for about another hour. It was getting hot and Leander was thirsty. His grandfather seemed to read his mind and when he’d filled his fourth dreener, he hung them on his long-handled rake, which he then hoisted up and laid across his shoulders. They walked back across the flats and climbed the beach to the shack. His grandfather had a jar of water, which they shared while sitting in the shade of the doorway.

Other clammers passed by, and one, Silas Locke, stopped to sit a spell. “Ain’t seen Nathaniel this morning. Usually one of the first ones down to the flats.”

Leander’s grandfather shook his head. “Aye.”

“Strange.”

“’Tis.”

They passed around the jar of water and watched the other clammers at work. The seagulls had quit the ship, and now hundreds of them stood on the flats, white specks reflected in the wet muck.

When Silas Locke got to his feet, he said, “All right, then,” as though they had concluded a long conversation, and he walked on to his own shack.

Leander and his grandfather began their customary route toward Market Square. Water dripped from their dreeners and the clams continued to whistle. They stopped first at Mrs. Cottle’s at the foot of Bromfield Street. She usually bought a quart, but today she stepped outside her kitchen door, which she pulled closed behind her.

“Won’t be needing any clams today, Mr. Minot.”

“That so?”

She wiped her hands in her apron. “But I thank you for stopping by.”

“Tomorrow then?”

She turned to open the door, and did not look back at them. “Perhaps.”

“Is Mr. Cottle feeling all right?”

“Well enough,” she said, closing the door behind her.

They made their customary stops along the river, selling clams mostly at the back doors of taverns and ordinaries. There were establishments in Newburyport that only served clams dug by Coverly Minot. Leander had asked his grandfather why he had such loyal customers, and Papi merely thumped his chest with his thick fist. “Mine are sweeter. It’s always been that way. It’s a gift—runs in the family. And they make for the best farts. Nothing like a good cleansing clam fart,” he said with a wink.

By the time they had worked their way through Market Square and up along Inn Street, Leander had less than a half dreener full, enough to bring home, and his grandfather’s baskets hung empty from his rake handle. They stopped at Yardley’s Tavern on Pleasant Street, where Coverly bought himself a mug of flip and a glass of cider for Leander.

When they stepped out into the street again, Leander said, “Mother wants you to come for supper tonight.”

“Maybe.” He never said no outright. After his wife died last winter, Papi ate frequently with his daughter’s family, but now he seemed not to want to come by in the evening, except on Sundays, when they usually killed and roasted a chicken. “If not, I’ll see you at low tide tomorrow.”

Papi strolled back down Inn Street, empty dreeners swinging in from his shouldered rake. Leander went along Pleasant Street to the corner of State Street, where he stopped short: Enoch Sumner’s coach came rattling up the hill from Market Square. It was drawn by four horses, which were trotting at a swift pace, encouraged by the driver’s whip. Two footmen stood on the back of the carriage, dressed in fine livery, blue silk jackets and plumed tricorn hats. The shades in the carriage were drawn and the wheels threw mud, causing people to step back.

After the coach passed, there was a moment of hesitation—no one moved, nor did they look at each other. Leander had seen this before in Newburyporters: they were being polite, but also tolerant. High Street sea captains and shipbuilders, in their fine new mansions, their coaches and four, were a separate breed—and they’d be the first to tell you so. But here, at the corner of Pleasant and State, people had business to attend to and they stepped out into the street again, careful of fresh road apples.

Leander walked into the South End, thoughts of Enoch Sumner’s grand coach giving away to a more immediate concern: digging clams always worked up an appetite, and he wondered what he might find to fill his belly when he got home.
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Fields, the butler, was showing Giles to the front door when Enoch’s carriage pulled up in front of the house. The footmen climbed down; one opened the carriage door, while the other pushed back the gate at the end of the brick walk. Enoch stepped down from the carriage, wearing a purple frock coat, a gold satin vest, and his enormous cockaded hat with a gold tassel dangling from each end. He was not a tall man, really quite paunchy now that he was nearing fifty, but this hat afforded him a stature that was as impressive as it was ridiculous. He was accompanied by his small, panting dog, Bowsprit, and followed by Jonathan Bream, the man who acted as his personal bard and sycophant. As always, Enoch walked with a cane, which gave his unsteady gait a threatening cadence. He came up to the front door and paused to run the soles of his boots across the iron boot-scrape that jutted out from the granite step.

“Excellent, Doctor,” he bellowed, as he entered the front hall. “Come to see after the health of the beloved mother? I would have summoned you anyway. Please, tarry a moment before you venture forth to conquer disease and pestilence.” He moved down the hall, handing his enormous hat to Fields.

“Doctor,” Jonathan Bream whispered, as he followed Giles. “Your brother’s in a vile mood today. One shan’t plan very long to stay.”

Fields opened the door on the right side of the hall, and they entered a fine library with Oriental carpets. Enoch went to the tall window and poured himself a brandy from a cut-glass decanter.

He glanced at Giles, who hesitated but said, “It’s a bit early, but a small one, yes.”

The dog ran around the room, barking incessantly while Enoch poured their drinks. He appeared to be oblivious to the noise as he sat on the window seat and for a moment drew back the green velvet curtains, allowing sunlight to illuminate the dust motes that hung about his head. He had become, without a doubt, the ugliest man Giles had ever seen. It was as though some great powerful hand had taken hold of his face, balled it up like a sheet of paper, and then allowed it to slowly open up again, all jagged edges and imperfect proportion. One eye was larger and higher than the other. The nose was long, crooked, and pocked like a strawberry. The mouth was small, the lips slack, and what teeth remained were stained brown. Giles had pulled several of his brother’s teeth, always when Enoch was well fortified with whisky, and throughout the whole procedure the force of his breath caused the doctor’s eyes to water, making such gruesome work all the more difficult.

“I have just come from a confab with the harbormaster, the high sheriff, and several of this port’s civil officials.” Enoch let go of the curtain, casting his face in shadow. For a moment he adjusted his periwig with his free hand, and then took a sip from his tumbler of brandy. The dog jumped up on the window seat and continued to bark. Enoch slapped its head once, shutting it up. Growling, the little beast curled up on the seat cushion. “And they tell me that my ship Miranda is to be held in quarantine—upon your recommendation.”

“It’s the harbormaster’s decision—but yes, it’s based on my inspection of the crew.”

“What is it? Measles? Yellow fever? Smallpox? Plague?”

“I don’t know what it is.” Giles drank his brandy down and winced, from the sharpness of the liquor, but also because he dreaded where he feared this conversation was headed.

“You don’t know, Doctor?” Like their mother, Enoch always seemed amused when he employed the title while addressing his younger half-brother.

“Not exactly, no.” Giles placed his empty glass on the corner of the desk. “There are a great many agues and fevers reported up and down the Atlantic coast, and we are merely taking a necessary health precaution.”

To his right, Bream slid into an armchair. He had the expression of a child who is about to witness—gladly—the unfair reprimand of a schoolmate who has been falsely accused by the headmaster.

“My goods aren’t to be delivered to port?” Enoch asked.

“Not yet.”

“My new horses are pining away in a ship’s hold, Giles. Do you realize that these two stallions are a gift from Mr. Thomas Jefferson? They’re high-strung animals and they’ll expire in those conditions.” He crossed his legs, two sticks in white silk hose. The dog rested its jaw on his knee.

“It’s out of my hands,” Giles said. “This is Caleb Hatch’s decision.”

“He and that high sheriff—they didn’t say so directly, but I assume they want money.”

“It’s not a question of money.”

“It’s always a question of money, Doctor.”

“There’s nothing to be done until we are assured that the men on that ship are—”

“I will give you what is required and you can distribute the funds to the proper authorities, as you see fit.” Enoch tossed back his brandy. “I want those goods offloaded as soon as possible.”

“I have been compensated by Fields for my house call, per usual. Though it’s unnecessary, Mother insists upon it. I require nothing further.” Giles began to turn toward the door, where Fields seemed to stand guard, but he paused and looked back at Enoch. “I am given to wonder about the ship’s captain, though. Mr. Frothingham?”

Enoch got to his feet, causing the dog to bark. He shut it up with another slap, and then hobbled toward Giles, favoring his left leg. “What about the captain?”

“He wasn’t aboard ship—someone named Delacourte has taken command.”

Enoch stood close and Giles held his breath, for though his brother gave off the scent of perfume, it was overpowered by his body odor. His eyes, too, were bloodshot, and his brow creased. “Our dear mother, I fear, is getting worse—her latest delusions concern the honor of the family tree. Bloodlines, and all that. She sees bastards and bitches everywhere. You’d think our fathers were in perpetual rut. No wonder they both died so young. Certainly I try to live up to his name, but here I am nearing fifty, so I must not be as prolific as our fathers. I suppose it’s a question of stamina.” Enoch leaned close and exhaled slowly. “Doctor, you should tend to the madame’s physical ailments but ignore her addled ruminations.”

“I will attend to a patient without restriction,” Giles said.

Jonathan Bream, in his seat, made a high peeping sound of joy. “Oh, that’s rare, indeed,” he said, gesturing with his hand. “Here stands the good doctor, dedicated to healing those in need.”

“If my method is unsuitable,” Giles said, “you are welcome to engage another.”

Enoch glared at him for a moment, but then he began to laugh—a loud, cackling emission that caused him to double over as though gripped with pain. Soon Bream joined in, and then the dog commenced to bark, as well. Enoch tried to speak, but he could hardly catch his breath. “Our dear mother … won’t let any other doctor … lay a hand on her!”

Bream found this so funny that he tumbled from his chair and writhed on the carpet. “Come back to see your fair patient soon,” he said. “Because your bedside manner doth make Madame swoon!”

Enoch howled as he staggered back to the window seat, where he collapsed next to his yapping mongrel.

“My dear Doctor!” Bream cried from the floor. “It is as though you had removed a malignant tumor, the way you have returned Master Sumner to his customary good humor.”

Giles went to the door, which Fields, absolutely stone-faced, opened just in time.


PART II

Quarantine


Four

LEANDER ALWAYS HELD HIS SISTER’S HAND WHEN THEY LEFT the house. Sarah’s hand was a delicate, tiny thing, which she entrusted to him, soft and warm in his fingers. She had enormous eyes, and their mother often told her they were as blue as the Atlantic on a summer morn. It seemed impossible that such large, beautiful eyes failed to see anything. Leander sometimes wondered if the silence between his mother and father had been caused by the fact that his sister had been born blind. His mother could barely let the girl out of her reach, and when she did allow Leander to take her with him from the house, it was always with a sharp warning that he mind his sister. At times his father seemed to resent Sarah, as though her existence were a form of punishment he did not deserve.

“It’s going to rain,” Sarah said. “I can smell it.”

They were walking along Merrimack Street, and Leander looked up at the clouds above the river. “You’re right.”

The afternoon’s chores had been done. He had split wood for the fireplace and filled the water bucket at the cistern in Market Square. Taking Sarah for a walk was often the last responsibility before supper. They had purchased flounder from Mr. Ault, the fishmonger, and on the way home they paused to visit with their cousins the Brimleys, who had seven children, one of them, Amy, about Sarah’s age. There were relatives all over Newburyport, mostly in the South End, but some up around Tyng Street in the North End too, where the houses tended to be bigger and farther apart. They were families with large broods—six, eight children, at least. The Laphams had eleven, and the Cloughs had nine, with one on the way. Leander and Sarah were always welcomed by relatives, but there was something unspoken, a reservation, or perhaps it was even a form of pity. Leander used to think it was because his sister was blind, but their cousin Jonas Lapham had a withered hand, and Annie Clough had a birthmark that made the right side of her face the color of a blueberry. Leander had come to suspect that his family was considered the runt of the litter—Only two children!—and there would always be some lingering doubt and suspicion that was intended to make him feel ashamed.

Sarah seemed unaware of these things—or perhaps she didn’t care—and she hummed to herself as she and Leander walked home. Finally she stopped and said, “Tell me what’s green.” She never tired of this, her fascination with color.

“Well,” Leander said, looking out at the river. “There are a few here. There’s the pale green of the willow trees along the bank. There’s the green of the salt grass acrost the water. And there’s the darker green of these maples overhead.” He reached up and plucked a leaf off the nearest branch and placed it in her hand. “And there’s the green in your eyes.”

She turned her head toward him. “Momma says my eyes are blue.”

“They are, sometimes. Depends on the light. Your eyes, they change colors just like that. Today they’re more green—green with some yellow.”

She blinked several times as though she were trying to feel the color in her eyes. Then she lowered her head and ran a finger along the jagged edge of the leaf. “I can feel green—it feels like a leaf. But I don’t understand blue.” Her voice was small, disappointed. “You’ve told me water was blue. Whenever my hands get wet, I think blue. But then you say that when the sun shines, the sky is blue.”

“Sometimes.”

“Do you see how it can be confusing? When the sun is hot on my face, that’s blue, but it’s completely different from water blue.”

“There are a lot of blues, yes,” Leander said. “The world is full of them.”

She dropped the leaf, and said, “There’s only two colors. Night and day. You say they’re black and white. That’s what I see.”

“You think I’m making the others up?”

She didn’t answer.

“Well, I’m not, Sarah.” He looked at her. She didn’t seem to be getting pouty. She was listening—not to, but for something. “What is it?” he asked.

“Can’t you hear that?” she said.

“What?”

“Thunder—it’s coming from upriver.”

They stopped walking, and then Leander heard the faint distant rumble. “You have the ears of two people,” he said. She laughed. “And the nose of three.”

“I smell your farts, even the silent ones.” She laughed louder. “But Papi’s are the worst. Particularly after we eat clams. And he’s very proud of them.”

“I know. He’s a wise man—he believes in a good fart and the Bible.”

Sarah laughed—until there was the sudden crackle of lightning, followed by more thunder, causing her to squeeze his hand. “It’s coming fast,” she said. “The air is still. And the bugs, they always fly about my face before a storm.”

“We’ll be home soon.”

“We won’t make it before the rain.”

“Are you sure?”

She lifted her head toward him. She seemed to be looking at something on his forehead. Her eyes were wide open, astonished. Then he saw the first drop of water splash on her chin. Again, she laughed. “I’m sure.”

He felt the first drops in his hair. And then raindrops began to pat the dirt in the road, leaving large round spots of mud. The shoulders of his shirt began to feel damp and heavy. “You’re right,” he said. “Shall we run?”

“Carry me.”

“All right—you’re a sack of potatoes.” She squealed as he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, and then he trotted to the other side of the road and stood against the wall of Mr. Poe’s stable, where he put his sister down and held her close to his side. The rain fell straight down, and they were dry as long as they kept their backs to the shingled wall. The road quickly turned to mud. A sheet of water came off the roof, pounding the earth inches from their feet. Sarah held out one hand, catching water in her cupped palm.

Lightning forked down from the clouds with a sizzling crack and a flash so bright that for a moment Leander himself was blinded. He blinked several times, seeing a black image of the fork in his mind. The sky seemed to break open angrily, thunder rumbling so loud that the ground shuddered. Sarah screamed, and he held her closer. Then the wind came up quickly, tossing the hanging vines of the willow tree next to the stable. The rain swept in on them, and in a moment they were drenched.

“Come on,” he said, taking her hand. “Let’s get out of this.”

The stable door to his right was ajar, and he pulled his sister inside where the dry air was close, smelling of manure and hay. Horses moved nervously in their stalls, their hooves clopping on the packed earth floor. With the next crack of lightning, the thunder followed almost immediately. Throughout the stable, horses whinnied and snorted.

Then the wind slammed the door shut, causing Sarah to scream again. It was almost pitch dark—the only light coming through gaps in the wall high up by the loft beams. Sarah put her arms around Leander’s waist.

“It’s all right,” he said. “Just a little thunder and lightning. When it passes, we’ll get home.” But she was trembling now. She always did, because though she rarely showed fear she was petrified of thunder and lightning. He realized he could never imagine what it would be like to live in perpetual darkness. “It’ll be over soon,” he continued, dismayed that he couldn’t sound more convincing.

Her arms tightened about his waist, and she pressed her face into his ribs. “I know,” she whispered. “But there’s—it’s something else.”

“What?”

“Here, in the stable. We’re in the Poes’ stable, right?”

This was another thing that often amazed him. They would walk hand in hand about Newburyport and he would purposely not say where they were, and yet she would tell him they were on Liberty Street, or that they had just passed the apothecary on Pleasant Street. When he asked her how she knew this, she would only smile. It was much like when she was in their house, and she could move about almost as freely as though she could see. “Yes—we’re in the Poes’ stable,” he said. “And we’ll stay here until the storm moves out to sea. Then we’ll run home and give this flounder to Mother.”

But she was having none of it, and her fingers tugged at his shirt. “Leander, we’re not alone—there’s someone else in here.”

“It’s just the animals. They’re frightened by the storm and—”

“No,” Sarah whispered. “There’s a man. I know there is.”

Leander looked toward the back of the stable. The doors there were closed, pale light coming through the spaces between the boards. Then the door squealed on a hinge and opened slightly. Lightning cracked overhead, and for a moment Leander saw—or thought he saw—the silhouette of a man. A naked man. He must have been imagining it: a naked man who had opened the door and stepped outside as the lightning flickered.

Leander closed his eyes. The image was there: the gap in the door, the man, his back hunched. When he opened his eyes he saw no one, and asked, “What do you smell?”

“It—” Sarah hesitated. “It smells like the outhouse.”

“Shit.”

He wasn’t supposed to say the word, but he did sometimes—though rarely around his sister. She let go of his waist and stepped back from him. “That’s right,” she whispered. “Shit.” He couldn’t tell if she was still frightened by the fact that there was another person in the stable with them or that she had said a word that she had been taught never to utter. Then she said, “I smell his shit.”

“I saw him leave.” Leander couldn’t bring himself to say anything more—to suggest that the man was naked was, in some way, more of a transgression than saying a forbidden word.

“We must have scared him off?” Sarah asked.

“Yes.”

“Let’s go now, Leander.”

“First—” He placed the wrapped fish in his sister’s arms and moved away from her. “Hold that, and you stay right there. Don’t move.” He started walking toward the back of the stable.

“Where are you going?” Her voice was full of panic.

“Just stay put. I’ll be right back.”

Leander walked slowly toward the back doors. Horses thrust their heads over the walls as he passed. When he reached the back door, he pulled it open just enough so he could peer out into the yard. He could see the Poes’ house and hear chickens in their coop. There was no sight of the man, and the rain had let up.

“Leander,” Sarah called.

He turned to look back toward his sister, but then something came over the stall to his right—the long-eared head of a mule, which brayed with such force and anger that Leander took a step backwards and slipped, his right boot gliding on something soft and slick. He fell to one knee, and to keep his balance he placed his right hand on the ground—and he gasped, “Shit.” It was warm and it covered his hand, and as he got to his feet there was another bolt of lightning, and in the flickering glow that came through the cracks in the boards he saw it: vile black shit laced with blood, dripping from his fingers.
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