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Being the Early Years of Israel Potter
PART ONE:
REBELLION
MEN OF TEA
From The Life and Remarkable Adventures of Israel R. Potter:
I procured a berth at Providence, Rhode Island, on board the Sloop Elizabeth, Capt. Fuller, bound to Grenada. Having completed her loading (of stone lime, hoops and staves) we set sail with a favorable wind, and nothing worthy of note occurred until the 15th day, when the sloop was discovered to be on fire by smoke issuing from her hold. The hatches were immediately raised, but as it was discovered that the fire was caused by water communicating with the lime, it was deemed useless to make any attempts to extinguish it. Orders were thereupon given by the captain to hoist out the long boat.
Coventry, Rhode Island
March, 1775
“Well, I’m pretty sure you didn’t drown in that boat,” said the big man who sat across the tavern table. “Else I’m talking to a ghost that’s bilged in rum.”
“We were picked up by a vessel after a couple of days at sea and carried into St. Eustatius by and bye,” said Israel. “I got work at the Hopmeyer Plantation until I shipped out on board a whaler. We had a good run in that big fishery, too. We were practically home and through the front door. All we had to do was get our cargo to the spermaceti works in Newport, but we never made it past customs. His majesty’s servants boarded the Two Roses like pirates and stole everything they liked. They took half the head matter we slaved our lives away to get. And they would have taken the rest, too, if our captain hadn’t hid it in the false bottom.”
“High-handed bastards they are,” said the big man. “They leave us with a pittance and want a smile in return. I can see you hate them powerful.”
“The sea first,” said Israel. “The British second.”
“That’s the kind of talk what rings true,” he said, popping his huge finger on the rum pot, where it rang like a chime. “But the answer to your problem is as plain as the queen’s face. Shun the sea, lad! A man can’t get by in this world except he has land. Get yourself a patch of green earth, dig up the trees, and root yourself in their place. Then you’ll prosper. Otherwise, you’re naught but a wart on the ass of this world, and every time it moves to shit you know it first, last, and longest.”
Israel was forced to agree. He could not recall this man’s name, though they had talked back and forth for the last half hour. Yet that was unnecessary if the truth were spoken. This fellow with the slit in his nose and arms as big as legs spoke it as if he had eaten it without salt or molasses.
“I’m going to do that,” said Israel. “I have a bit of money off my voyage, and I plan to put it to use. Soon.”
“Do it today, lad. Today. Don’t let the best of spring planting pass unattended. Hie yourself over there and talk to that man behind the counter. His name’s James Waterman, and he’s no twin asshole barkeep. He’s got whole parcels of land in this town that lie fallow. You can get yourself a fair piece of God’s earth cheap, I warrant.”
Israel saw Waterman with reasonable clarity. He was the man who stood behind the bar in a greasy leather apron. The rum he poured was wretched swill suitable for stripping paint, but not for drinking. Israel had not tasted good rum since before leaving Statia on the whaler.
As he bid farewell to his outsized companion and moved toward the bar, Israel knew two things: he was never going back to sea as a jack-tar, and he did not have enough money to buy land of the devil. He wondered how he would be able to close any kind of bargain as he ordered another pot of rum and found himself looking into a jowly face with a large upturned snout and a wide fleshy mouth above that nasty leather apron. Israel knew that he must have said something when the big mouth moved.
“I must have ten pounds for that section.”
“But you’ll take country produce.”
“Produce,” said Waterman. “Why, man, take a look out back of this place. I have a litter of pigs, half a damned egg farm, and not the time or the will to care for them. All I have are a pack of womenfolk.” Waterman pursed his fat lips and mused. “Do you know there’s something about a woman and a pig. The two do not get along.”
“I wonder why.”
Waterman scratched his sooty chin. “I can’t say, but what could be the reason when they’re so well suited to each other in most ways?”
“I’m no philosopher, Mister Waterman.”
“Women and pigs do not mix, lad, mark my words. But a man—a man can talk to a pig. My uncle used to talk to every last one of his every time he had a drink. Until one day when he had a bit too much and threw a fit of palsy. They et him, they did, when he pitched face down in that sty.”
“I know little of pigs,” said Israel. “But I can tell you that ten pounds for land that lies fallow is too much for me.”
Israel reached for the coins on the bar that belonged to him. He put them in his pocket, which had an immediate effect on Waterman. “Now wait, lad.” The barkeeper reached a hand across the bar and put it on Israel’s shoulder, giving off a smell of fox and mushrooms. “It’s true that Hazy Meadow’s not been worked in three years, but it will be the more fertile for the disuse. And I’ve had inquiries.”
“Inquiries?”
“Just last week,” he said in a whisper lower than his smile. “A black fellow wanted to trade me an indenture on one of his eldest children for the land. Now I ask you, what need have I of a black wench? I own a tavern, it’s true, but no white man will pay good coin for the likes of that. Why, it goes against nature.”
Waterman turned to the fellow on his left at the bar. He was a grizzled sort who still carried the rock he had crawled out from under, which was the hump on his back.
“Zabdiel, would you pay hard cash for a black woman?”
That man smiled hideously. “Depends on the length of her tooth, if you know what I mean.”
“She was not long in the tooth at all,” said Waterman seriously. “Indeed, she was young and nimble.”
Zabdiel nodded. “And how set up?”
“Well-made.” Waterman used his hands for the demonstration. “Breasts the shape of ripe pears. And rumped like a goose.”
Zabdiel began to work his hump against one of the barrels that held up the bar. “And where might a man find this wonder?”
“Stay where you are, Friend Zabdiel. Have a drink at my expense.” Waterman held out his hands to reinforce his words. “I didn’t understand until this moment what a bargain I missed through haste.”
Someone laid a paper bill on the counter in front of Israel. He realized, too late, that he had done it. “I’d be willing to give you two pounds and a tenth of the harvest,” he said.
Waterman looked aghast. “A man gives that much to God—not to his landlord and benefactor. What’s a tenth of an uncertain harvest against the finest nigger wench in all of Kent County? Come, man, be fair.”
“I think, Mister Waterman, that if you do not let the land soon, there’ll be no money or any share of the harvest. I’m afraid you’d better find your Negro.”
“Easy, lad,” said Waterman. “Stay your impatience. I’d rather rent to a white man than indenture three black wenches—that’s the sort of fellow I am. Besides, you’ve taken my fancy. I can see that meadow yield to your sweat like the land over Jordan.” Waterman paused very quickly. “Six pounds and a fifth of the harvest.”
“Sir, at the moment I’m short of cash.”
“So is the Governor,” said Waterman. “Bloody merchant that he is. But no matter. Have you signed up yet with the militia?”
“I don’t see what that has to do with this conversation.”
“Well, then, here’s the bargain,” said Waterman. “I’ll take the four pounds and a fifth of the harvest for that land. If—and we will make a paper on this—if when war comes you go as my substitute.”
“Substitute?”
“You’ll go to war in my name, if that unhappy event comes to pass.”
Israel took a long pull on his rum. With his nose still in it, he thought he would probably join up some day anyway. Everyone was doing it whether they had good reason or not, and Israel did not doubt that the British deserved to be met and beaten on the field of battle. The bastards had already taken half his hard-earned fortune. If the worst happened and war came, what did it matter in whose name he went?
“Three pounds and a tenth of the harvest, Mister Waterman.”
The dark face split into a darker smile. “Then I have your word and we’ve done the deed. Now go on over to that table and see Captain Edmund Johnson. He’s the big fellow—the blacksmith—with the slit in his nose.”
* * *
Hazy Meadow was aptly named. On most spring mornings the ground-fog arose like a rank suppuration from the earth, spawned by the wetlands that lay everywhere in the valley. On fair days—and there were some—the air often cleared by mid-morning; but until that time Israel worked without reference, feeling his way through the stench of the swamp mist as he drove the half-shod oxen he had been lent when he demanded the return of his money from Waterman.
The scum-sucker had been good about it in the end, which was after a damned long time of threats and recrimination. Take the beast, he said finally. And forget the tithe at harvest. It seemed the only thing that Waterman really cared about was the paper Israel had signed. They were called “enlistment” papers. Plural. There had been several places where he had put his signature.
Israel did not care what the damned things were called. He had gone to the first two sessions of drill on the town green from curiosity and might go again. The militia was nearly useless as a burden on the king’s peace of mind, but being with men his own age gave Israel the chance to escape from Hazy Meadow, where he spent so much time. In the last six days he had cleared more than an acre of bottomlands that spread out around the thicket of swamp maples where it had been virgin since the Indians.
Though any staunch man might have done the work, Israel thought none could have done it better. When he had gone up to New York State two years ago, he spent the time clearing land so dense that the natives avoided them like the jungle. It was as if those spruce woods had arrived on the wind, which they might have. Assisted by no more than one strong animal and a block and tackle, Israel found that he could clear two acres a week. If anything, Hazy Meadow was easier in taking clear.
Israel imagined that his bottomland might be put into flax. The north sector, a present wilderness of pigweed and limestone, would serve as a pasture for horses and milch cows. The south, where all the poison oak lay, would go into corn, hemp and tobacco, while a dairy—he saw this clearly—spun round the hilltop where he would raise his dwelling house and barn.
Hazy Meadow would become like the Hopmeyer Plantation North—with the addition of seasons and a subtraction of slaves. Israel’s only regret was that he had left the West Indies and returned to a place where there was so much of himself from the past.
He was reminded of that fact when on the twelfth day of his farming life, he looked over the broad back of the gray ox and saw a man in black standing near the head of his pasture like an ungainly creature of night. He knew what the fellow was, because no one dressed like that any more—in a black broadcloth suit with black shoes and a black broad-brimmed hat—unless he was a Quaker.
And if Israel had thought for more than a moment, he would have known the reason why this Friend had appeared. Quakers were good at only one thing, which was minding the business of others. Israel knew that much, if nothing more, as he walked up the hill, leaving the oxen in his traces and the hornet’s nest in the ground, the wingless creatures too young and too stunned to be a problem. He drew near the fellow, who was as colorless as the ox and possibly younger.
“Can I help you, Friend?”
“Thou art Israel Potter?”
“All day and halfway through the night.”
“I bear a message from thy grandfather,” said the man in a voice that seemed too high for the Lord’s dirty work. “He requests thy presence at his house.”
“Do you think I can clear this land from there?”
The Friend was not amused by those words, nor would he have been by any humor, which was forbidden. He answered in the same pompous way. “If thou grant me the favor, I will take up thy work.”
“You can start with the locust tree, Friend. The one that’s as thick as the ox. It will break your damned back.”
All Quakers were imperturbable, so the story went. Israel knew that was as untrue as any statement about men, but he reckoned the Friend would never show anger to anyone not of the faith, much less to a heretic who had turned his back on it. The Friend’s satisfaction was to walk past the man who had forsaken the Inward Light, fold his black coat neatly on the ground, put his back into the pry, and lay on with the ox by means of the hickory stick.
The question was: would he still be there at harvest time if Israel did not return?
Only God and John Potter knew the answer, and the latter did not speak to his grandson. He had done little of that before Israel ran off, and in the three years since, his grandfather had returned not one word. Israel had written. He had stopped by the farm and spoken to his grandmother after returning from the frontier and before shipping out to sea. But her husband spent that afternoon meditating in his room with his Bible and his rancid thoughts.
Israel had gotten used to that silence—he had come to like it—long before the summons arrived to break it. But he knew he would go to have this thing at an end. After washing up in the spearmint spring and donning his most colorful kersey shirt, he set out along the Kiviranta Trail over Gammitt Hill toward Maple Root. It was a good six miles to Cranston, whence all his tribe had come.
* * *
The Potters had been upon this land longer than anyone could remember and much longer than Israel could put his mind to. They had come to America as dissenters, and when they dissented in turn from the Puritans of Massachusetts, they remade themselves into the Quakers of Rhode Island. It was all part of a trek that in time took them to Western Cranston, where they were free to become the ruthless suppressors of dissent.
Under their leader, John Potter (son of John, son of John) Meshanticut was a place of terror for those who valued their freedom. Friends must work with Friends, live with Friends, marry Friends. A woman who was seen reading a newspaper—anything but the Bible—was punished where she stood. A man who wore anything but black (like the red shirt that Israel had put on) suffered the same fate. The Friend who took up arms was banished forever from the grace of their God.
It was all about control and never giving it up. Israel had spent most of his early years thinking that he was a spy in the house of perfect people who were dull except in their will to dominate. He remembered the day he had awakened for one of the first times with a stiff dick and was beaten for it.
What had his grandfather been doing in Israel’s bedroom as the last of the night turned into day? How long had he sat in the darkness with plaited willow boughs in his hand? How could Israel protest his innocence with that sudden thing yearning like a tent-pole under the blanket? How could he possibly have gotten a hard-on with the musty smell of old man in the room?
But that was John Potter’s life until the day of his death. He waited for sin to become manifest in others, as if there was nothing he would rather do. It was his job to rid the world of its pleasures.
What made it so hard this time was that it happened within the bloom of paradise. Israel felt the change as he passed Colvin’s Pond charged with spring rains and adrift with pods. The low hills began to roll like gulls on the wing, and the woods opened into fields ribbed with fresh furrows. He saw a stubble of early greens. Some wintered spinach beginning to leg. Radishes. And toe-high pastures of rye.
He had always kept the sweep of those meadows close in his memory—the cathedral arch of the hillside beneath clear blue skies, the darker color of the swales, and the brook that ran down into the valley by the house and named the place. Yes, this was Rivulet Farm, and it sounded so damned fine.
Israel walked down the hill slowly. As he approached the corral where his grandfather kept his riding horse, now his carriage horse, he glanced beyond the fence to the family burial plot. He wished he had not, for he sensed before he saw the change. A new headstone, fresh earth, and flowers.
He stopped. At the door of the house, which was on the side, he saw that the latchkey was out. Better to pass inside and have it done. Instead, Israel walked toward the graveyard as if he did not know his own mind.
The new stone was unadorned but for a graven rose in each corner and the words that told a life.
PHEBE POTTER
Dt. of Stephen and Mary Arnold
Beloved of John
1695-1775
She had been his grandmother. Although a proper Friend, Phebe had never quite seen herself as the stern incarnation of righteousness. She had given Israel what tenderness he had known in his life and all the love that she could.
He felt he should pray for her, but could not bring himself to the task. He felt he should weep, but did not find the tears. Instead, Israel stood before the grave and kept the silence as Quakers were supposed to do, remembering the good times they had shared, and imagining others that should have been.
* * *
“Were thy grandmother among us, she would offer thee tea and licorice candy,” said John Potter, as he settled into the deep belled armchair by the fieldstone fireplace. Like him, the fireplace was weighty and gray, but unlike him it had been made to provide warmth. “But, alas, my good wife Phebe died whilst thou were at sea.”
“You need offer me nothing, Grandfather,” said Israel, who had spent time quieting his emotions before entering the house. “I’m old enough to fend for myself, and tea, as you must know, is unpatriotic.”
Israel spoke those words to force the issue. His grandfather had not summoned him to display affection or speak of his loss. He meant to decry the evil Israel had done. If he were less temperate, John Potter would have risen up in wrath at once, but he had always ruled the lives of others with fatal deliberation.
“And dost thou count thyself among those who make the leaves of an innocent plant the symbol of their lives?”
“I believe the plant stands for more than it seems, Grandfather. Nor is it quite innocent.”
“Doubtless,” he said, nodding the head that had never known the vanity of a wig, and seldom, these days, the virtue of a comb. “But thou dost not deign to answer my question, Israel.”
“Which is?”
“I have had a report that on Sunday last, Our Lord’s Day, one Israel Potter of Coventry was observed in martial garb and formation at a gathering in the town. Those assembled were all Men of Tea.”
“I believe the report to be exaggerated, Grandfather. The garb I wore was a plain blue coat. The musket I carried lacked both powder and flint.”
“Thou speak of necessities—the things that can be bought and paid for with mere coin. What I seek to learn are thy intentions.”
John Potter had bitten the last word off. It was always what men might do that absorbed the worst part of his mind. He was the judge of all the things that arose in their hearts. A hard dick or a hard ball of lead were the same in the end.
“If you must know, Grandfather, I’ve joined the militia. And if called, I intend to fight.”
“Whilst forsaking thy religion.”
“Yes,” said Israel. “As did my father.”
John Potter’s teal-blue eyes did not betray him, but he grew as rigid as the old oaken beams in the house. This was the point where his relations with Israel always failed—at the mention of his son, Joseph, who had gone off in the French War to die at Crown Point. In doing so, he left behind an unmarried woman who bore a child named Israel. That child would have no name at all until his grandfather took him into his home.
Israel had grown up thinking he was the same as any other. He knew no better until he fell in love with a girl named Penelope Gardner and was told by her father that a bastard could never be taken into his family. And was told by his grandfather much the same. And left home that evening, never looking back.
“Is it our purpose on this earth to repeat the sins of our fathers?” said John Potter. “I cannot believe it is impossible for men to learn.”
“The decision to fight the British is not a matter of learning, Grandfather, but one of choice.”
“Then thou art committed to this course? Can I do nothing to dissuade thee and secure thy soul for God?”
Israel was aware as he gave his answer that he did not know how much commitment was his and how much lay in the desire to rebuke his grandfather. It was something he might never know.
“My father knew where his duty lay,” he said calmly. “And so do I.”
Israel expected full preacherly rage to descend on him, but it did not. His grandfather looked at him as if contemplating things of which Israel had no knowledge. They were many, of course.
“Dost thou imagine that thou know thy father?” he asked. “This man whom thou never saw?”
“Yes,” said Israel. “I do.”
“And nothing I say can reverse that feeling?”
“You cannot and should not.”
John Potter rose from the chair by the fireplace, grasping his twin ash canes to pull himself up. It was a way to gain sympathy, forcing Israel to watch the shuffling progress of an old man across the room to the table where his writing desk sat; but it was possible his grandfather’s health had declined in the last year, for his movements were more labored than they had ever been at common tasks. When he reached the desk, snaring the handles of his canes on the panel, he was breathing with irregularity and effort.
“I anticipated your every answer,” he said, handing Israel a sealed sheet of parchment. “Take this letter. Deliver it to the man whose name is inscribed hereon.”
Israel moved to his grandfather and received the letter. When he glanced at the cover, the name on it could not have surprised him more. “This is addressed to General Simeon Potter in Providence.”
“Yes,” he said. “The man is a warmonger. A slave-trader. And thy kinsman.”
“A kinsman?” said Israel. “The general of the militia?”
“Do not question me,” said John Potter. “Go to him. Thou hast chosen thy way, which is his way. Do not return to this place again, for I will not know thee.”
AT THE SIGN OF THE BLACK BOY
After spending the night in a hard chair at the Inn of the Golden Ball on the Post Road, Israel reached Providence in the morning with his letter to Simeon Potter. The general hailed from the town of Bristol down the bay, but he kept a dwelling house and his rum business on the south end of Water Street. The latter began with a store at the Sign of the Black Boy, and just behind it: DISTILL HOUSE POTTER.
As Israel turned from the gangway, he walked close to the buildings that ran all the way to water’s edge. The ones that housed the distillery were enormous, sprawling from the wharf in a mass of taps, vats, pumps, and like graven serpents, the coiling copper worms that distilled the rum. The wood house was as big as a barn, the swill house that held the feed—the refuse grain for the hogs—a bit smaller, and the sties went on forever.
Of all the Potters in Rhode Island—and they were many—Israel would never have thought this man his kinsman. Simeon Potter was the head of the colony militia. He owned ships, stores, ropewalks, people. He was also known as a pirate and a womanizer, which might have been the reason Israel’s grandfather had never claimed a relationship until yesterday.
But what had his grandfather really meant? Was the general a long-lost nephew? An uncle or cousin many times removed?
Israel wanted very much to know the answer, but he was not encouraged when he gave his letter to the bent-nosed clerk behind the desk in the building before the distill house. That fellow regarded him coldly and said he would have to wait upon the will of the general.
Israel sat on a bench inside the door while several men came to the window by the clerk’s desk to present bills for payment and beg favors. After waiting an hour to no result, he decided to approach the clerk again. He had taken a step toward the wooden gate when the door to the stairs opened.
But Simeon Potter did not appear. Emerging sideways, her hip forcing the door ajar, carrying in her hands a tray heaped with the remains of coffee and johnnycakes, came a shapely woman dressed for display.
She was a woman—not a girl—but there was no roughness in her hands or sprawl in her body. She wore a cherry-red frock that echoed the color in her cheeks, a laced corsage that flared to the sounding of her deep breasts, and an ebony comb like a dark tiara in her hair. Her ankles in brocade slippers flashed beneath the hem of the dress. This was on the morning of a working day, descending from the private rooms of a wealthy man.
“He wants to see you now, Mister DeWolfe,” she said in a cool but pleasant voice. “He said to bring the papers on the governor’s mine.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said the clerk.
“I’d hurry,” she said. “He’s about to reach for his sword or his lawyers.”
“Immediately, Miss Flo.” The clerk DeWolfe quickly gathered a sheaf of papers from the desktop, gave the woman a nod that was less than a bow, and moved to the doorway that apparently led aloft.
The woman watched him vanish before turning toward Israel. Between them was the low gate. With the tray in her hand, she would have to nudge the gate open with her thigh—or someone must help. Israel moved quickly to the task.
“Thank you.”
“A pleasure, ma’am. I’ve nothing better to do than attend a beautiful woman.”
She accepted the compliment as if she were accustomed to such favors. “I see you’ve a quick tongue and a lively manner.”
“I aim to please, ma’am. Surely, we all do.”
“Yet sometimes we are distracted in the pursuit,” she said. “Are you waiting on General Potter?”
“Patiently, ma’am. I came bearing a letter of introduction, but the clerk left it behind on his desk.” Israel smiled his best. “I’m not criticizing. I only wish my letter could reach General Potter soon.”
The woman returned his smile. “It seems you’re hoping for a miracle.”
“A small one,” he said.
She followed Israel’s eyes to the letter on the desk. Balancing the tray at her hip, she retrieved it. “You’ve a fine hand.”
“ ’Tis not my writing, but my grandfather’s. He’s a kinsman of the general. John Potter of Cranston.”
The woman gave off signals that could have been recognition. “And your name?”
“Israel Potter.”
Putting down the tray and taking the letter in hand, she walked to the window that overlooked the wood-yard. When she turned back again a quick minute later, her voice was more interested.
“What is your age, Israel Potter?”
“I was born in ’54.”
“And your parents?”
“I have none. My mother died giving birth, and my father before I knew him. I was raised by my grandparents—a lifetime apprentice to John Potter.”
“At what were you apprenticed?”
“Farm work.”
“You have no trade?”
“None that shows, ma’am.”
She moved a step closer to Israel. Her manner was not stern—and did not seem that it could be—but her tone was guarded. “It seems your grandparents prepared you ill to take a place in the world.”
“They raised me in the Quaker Way, it’s true.”
“Ignorance and purity.”
“Ignorance, ma’am.”
She smiled as if she would rather test his wit than his truthfulness. “Can you write and cipher?”
“A bit. Better than most, I think.”
She knew what miracle he had claimed. Tapping the letter against her palm, Miss Flo closed her eyes and gave a sigh that came from sandy depths.
“I’ll see that your letter reaches the general. But he has many demands on his time and may not be able to speak with you until this afternoon. In the meantime, do you have a place to find refreshment?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then find Sabin’s Tavern on Fenner’s wharf. Have your fill, and have the reckoning sent here to me—Miss Florence Langstone.”
With no reluctance, Israel said he would. Bowing to the lady whose like he had seldom seen, he passed into the street beneath the Sign of the Black Boy, hoping luck had found him at last.
* * *
Sabin’s Tavern was the usual thing—a pile of shingle and stone abutting a wharf on the Providence River. It smelled of bilge or brandy, depending on the wind. Through a haze of pipe smoke some few of the citizens of the town could be seen in the pine settles and booths; better still, at the long mahogany counter.
Israel took a place between two men hard at work on fish chowder and black beer. He told the man behind the counter, a long gangling sort with a wandering right eye, that he would have the same.
“You’re a stranger,” said the barkeep. “And a young one to boot. I’ll have to see your money.”
“Send the charges to Florence Langstone at Simeon Potter’s office.”
“I know where she is, lad. And I know what she is. What I don’t know is who you are to her.”
“A friend,” said Israel.
“A stranger to the town and a friend to Miss Flo,” said the man with a bellows grin. “Potter’ll be glad to hear that. Let me tell you, if he catches you with your hand in the gravy, it’s like you never had that limb. Or anything else that’s sticking out at the time.”
Israel noticed the laughter that rippled down the counter. “Stay the order then. Send a man to vouch for me with Miss Flo.”
“Your name ain’t DeWolfe, is it? Let me tell you, I can’t wait around for Potter to die so you can come into your fortune.”
“I’m heir to nothing, sir, but my thirst.”
The thin man folded his arms on his chest. “I suppose it don’t matter. Potter’s whore is good for it if anyone is.”
The barkeep walked off quickly, without saying more, when he saw Israel’s look. Florence Langstone might be many things, most of which Israel had guessed, but she was his friend, at least for the day.
“Don’t mind him,” said the man on Israel’s right. “Sabin was doing fine until they burnt the Gaspee. This very room was where the plot was laid. Forty men gathered, rowed down the river, and burnt His Majesty’s customs schooner. When the king offered ten thousand pounds for their heads, every man in the county put daylight ’twixt himself and Sabin’s tavern.”
Israel knew the story. Those nameless men shot the Gaspee’s commander and burnt his ship because he interfered with shipping. The upshot was an investigation that lasted two years and brought grief to every vessel entering Narragansett Bay.
That was the grief Israel’s whaler had found. After the customs officers took all they could cart away, Israel was willing to call it oppression, but he kept his opinion close as Sabin returned to the bar with his order.
The tavern-keeper left Israel to his companions, who began in at once. The hairy man on his right would be the economic minister for the town as it appeared in the tavern; the fat man on the left would probably do the same office for politics.
“So you’ve cast your lot with Simeon Potter, eh, lad?”
“I’ve not met the man yet,” said Israel.
“Keep a close hand on your purse when you do,” said the economist. “My cousin went out with Potter in ’44 on a privateer. They sacked a fortress in South America. On the return, Potter put in at Barbados Island. When the men were ashore and in their cups, he smartly set sail for home. The hands could do nothing but sue for their share when they got back.”
“He always makes a profit,” said the politician. “Sabin’s in the shit-house on account of the Gaspee, but not Potter. The Commission accused him of being with the men who burnt the ship, so his name gets abroad as a patriot. Then he works up a statement that says he was in bed with his wife all night long. And he has two witnesses to prove it!”
A round of laughter from the men at the bar shook the counter until a younger voice spoke from a yellow waistcoat with a pink cravat. “Potter hasn’t been back in Bristol since he beat up that preacher. And he hasn’t been to bed with his wife since he found that witches have three tits!”
More laughter, booming, but before it stopped, Israel spoke. “You say Simeon Potter beat up a preacher?”
The young dandy answered. “The Reverend John Usher charged Potter with corrupting a woman in his church. Potter, having no recourse in truth, attacked Usher on the main street of Bristol. Broke his thumb and kicked in his ribs.”
The economist demurred. “I never heard you defend a preacher before, Ephraim Bowen.”
“Mister Creech, the affairs of this colony have not previous to this time been entrusted to a complete maniac.”
“Well, we’ve still got a governor, ain’t we?”
“The governor’s in Potter’s pocket. He owes the mean bastard his life in Spanish Milled Dollars. So does every politician in the colony.”
“So they all been bought with slave money?”
“Bought with black money,” said Bowen. “Raised to glory by a black boy.”
Israel had heard that story, too. When the British offered the reward for information about the men who burnt the Gaspee, no one came forward to claim it but a runaway slave.
“But was he there?” said Israel. “Was Simeon Potter there when the ship was burnt?”
All eyes turned from Israel to Bowen. It seemed odd that a tavern of grown men would defer to an overdressed stripling, but it happened. Bowen enjoyed the new focus. He raised his glass of wine and put down a nasty sip.
“It was dark that night,” he said in a deep voice that had not shown before. “Every man’s face had been blackened with burnt cork. It would have been hard to identify anyone. Certainly, a black boy could not do it.” Bowen vented a manful pause. “Nor could I.”
“You didn’t answer my question. Was Simeon Potter with the men who burnt the ship? Is his fame justified?”
The tavern suddenly became silent, for Israel had asked the question that the king offered a fortune to have answered. Bowen threw down his wine and clattered the glass onto the counter.
“Of course, Potter was there. How else could a skinflint Guinea merchant become the hero of the land?”
* * *
Just as he finished his chowder, Israel received word of a Negro boy named Pompey that he was to report to General Potter. When they arrived at the office, neither Miss Flo nor the clerk were about, but Pompey did not hesitate to lead the way through the gate to the stairs.
“Now go up there and bang on the door.”
Israel climbed to a landing at the top and the door painted gold with two scarlet panels. He knocked.
The man in late middle age who answered the door wore red breeches, an open linen shirt, and his own thinning hair. His sharp nose sloped like a gunsight, and his blue-gray eyes were like metal, as if he measured the worth of every item in the same hard terms. As Israel looked closer—at the narrow brow and the swift tight curve of his mouth—it seemed possible to discover a resemblance to the Potters he knew among the Western Shore Friends. They were all serious men, too.
“General Simeon Potter,” he said. “State your business.”
“Sir, my name is Israel Potter, the grandson of John Potter of Cranston—and your kinsman. I present myself for your approval.”
The general stared unquietly, his eyes taking the measure of his petitioner from exactly the same height, before he spoke. “Do you know how many men come to me every day for the same reason?”
“I’m sorry if I presume, sir.”
“I’d like it better if we started off telling the truth,” he said in the gruff tone that surely was usual. “This is no social visit. It’s an appeal to a relative for a position. There’s no shame in that. I’m agreeable.”
The general vacated the doorway without further words. Because he seemed to want to be followed, Israel did so, entering a room that was furnished in the life of the sea. The tables were captain’s chests set with candled legs and brightwork, and the mementos scattered about were scrimshaw. The wall overlooking the harbor was a large plate-glass window, as if all the world rode by in a bubble to pay homage to Simeon Potter.
The general crossed the room and found a leather chair beneath a map of the world on the wall. He motioned Israel to sit in a small slipper chair beside the hearth. Taking up a long clay pipe, he lit it slowly, puffing until the smoke was dense.
“I’m going to do something I never do,” he said. “I’ll take it for granted that you’re honest.”
“I like to think so, sir.”
“And I suppose you’re broke down to your yarn stockings.”
“That’s nearly correct, sir.”
The general nodded as if deciding which creatures to take on board the ark. He took another long pull on the clay pipe and handed it to Israel, who broke off an inch of the stem and took his pull for the sake of politeness. The tobacco was fine, as deep as the earth and as sweet as game.
“Now we can continue this interview like good Indians turned stupid with smoke. Hear my offer, Israel Potter. I have a ship sailing for the Guinea Coast in a week’s time. What do you say to going out on the Africa as third mate?”
Israel hesitated, knowing that a refusal might end this interview, but he also knew that he must. “I’m afraid I would decline the position, sir.”
The general put a charge of anger into his pale skin. “What do you mean—decline?”
“I’ll not serve on a slaving vessel, sir. I once worked at a plantation on St. Eustatius. I know the facts and figures of slaves, molasses and rum.”
Israel handed the pipe back to the general, who broke off another length and plumed the smoke between them. “I’m afraid you missed the point,” he said finally. “A man can make ten voyages to the Leewards and return with nothing but a bigger hole in his pocket. One Guinea voyage gets him a farm, a shop—a future. You’re telling me you want to stay poor. Now I’m telling you, the call for saints goes out only now and then. The rest of the time the item in demand is a little-to-no-principled son-of-a-bitch whose balls are outside his breeches because they’re too big to fit inside. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“Yes, sir. That we may very well fight a war for freedom, while we continue to enslave Negroes.”
“I will argue no more, young man.” The general shook his head as if that was exactly what he would like to do as he handed the pipe back to Israel. “Now tell me what you can do for me, so I’ll know if there’s anything I can do for you.”
Israel broke off the stem again, took two short puffs, and set out the answer he had rehearsed on his long walk to Providence. “I’ve seen distant places, sir. I’ve served on sailing ships—trading vessels and whalers—and before that I went to the frontier. I cleared land in the North Country. I trapped and hunted.”
“A world traveler,” said the general with heavy sarcasm. “Then tell me what you’re best at, drinking and fornicating aside.”
“If those things are left aside, sir, I’m afraid all I can say is that I’m an excellent shot with a musket.”
“Is that so?”
When Israel returned the pipe, the general placed it on his tea table. He rose and moved to the far wall where a large cabinet was mounted. When he opened the twin doors, Israel saw there were weapons within—two swords in scabbards, four pistols in pairs, and a long-barreled musket.
The general chose the musket and passed it to Israel, who rose to take the weapon in hand. It was long, almost six feet and looked like an expensive fowling piece, but it had a drop in the butt that was called a Roman Nose, a side plate engraved with the name POTTER, and a chestnut stock with grooves on the patch-box. The grooves made Israel think that the weapon might have been altered. When he looked down the barrel, he saw that seven grooves had been milled inside.
“ ’Tis not a musket, sir, but a rifle.”
The general seemed satisfied with the statement. “That weapon was made for me by Medad Biggs of Bucks County, Pennsylvania. They say a proper marksman can fell game at a hundred and fifty yards. He can hit a target up to three hundred.”
“I’ve heard the same.”
“Well, it’s yours, if you’re ready for it,” he said. “And there’s only one way you can be ready. Have you joined the militia yet?”
“Yes, sir. The Coventry Company under Captain Johnson.”
“Johnson’s done a good job out there,” said the general, recognizing the name at once. “You wouldn’t expect it of a blacksmith, but he’s in for the duration. Him and Waterman are about the best recruiters we have.”
“Recruiters?”
“I aim to put this war on a paying basis,” said the general without hesitation or much apparent sense. “There’s a system of recompense for the officers who come in over quota. It’s remarkable what a little hard coin can do for a man’s patriotism. Yours, too, I reckon.”
“That may have been a factor, sir. But I would never have joined the militia if my father had not shown the way.”
The general locked the cabinet that held his private arsenal, but did not demand the return of his rifle. He pointed Israel to the slipper chair again. “This would be Ensign Joseph Potter you’re speaking of.”
“Yes, sir.”
Now the general seemed uncomfortable. He looked away from Israel to the window, and when his gaze returned he spoke in a softer tone. “Are you aware that Joseph Potter had another family?”
“Yes,” said Israel. “I know I’m a natural son.”
“I’m glad you come to the subject like a man,” said the general quickly. “That’s always the first step for anyone who plans to put in a claim for his rights. But I have one question for you. Have you ever thought you might not be related to Joseph Potter—or any Quaker on this earth?”
When Israel did not respond to the question, the general rose and began to pace before the flameless hearth. He seemed without vigor in his movements until he drew from the mantel a cane whose head was the graven image of a Negro.
“I’m going to tell you a story,” he said, using the cane as if to push him into the past. “It’s true in every word, but we’ll call it a tale from another time. First, you’ll have to imagine a man not much older than yourself—and how that man feels when he sees a young woman with a wisp of waist and a silken fall of golden hair and a suddenness in her eye that says to hell with everything but you and her.”
“I believe I know the feeling, sir.”
“Then you should understand that it makes no difference if the man is married,” he said. “It means nothing if good society refuses him and more the lady. None of this has any bearing, because he’s in love for the first time in his life, and for the first time a woman is carrying his child.”
The general stopped with the cane in both hands. “Now this man has every intention of putting things right. He will be shut of his wife if he has to divorce her—or still her in his bed. He will honor the woman he truly loves.” Simeon Potter lowered his cane and his voice. “But before he can act, he’s struck down with grave illness. He never arises.”
The general sunk back into the leather chair. He surrounded his cane as if it were the means of concluding his story, which was now Israel’s.
“That’s not the end of the story,” he said with what seemed like pain at the corners of his mouth. “This man has a brother who tries to settle the estate as best he can. He sees the child of Amey Ralph born.”
“Amey Ralph,” said Israel, who was sure he had found his mother. He had found her name, if that was enough. “She was called Amey Ralph.”
Simeon Potter nodded, but as if he had difficulty with the recollection. “That’s the fact you will carry with you for the rest of your life. You should keep it close.”
Israel took her name to his heart, where it found a place that was deserted but had never been empty. Wanting completion is how he had thought of it. And, yes, he had thought of it—of her—many times.
“What was she like, sir?”
“Like nothing I’d ever seen,” said the general with feeling that he had not shown before. “She was the finest woman in beauty in all of Bristol County. You could throw in the rest of Rhode Island and not be wrong.”
“But she never married.”
“She was unmarried, that’s true,” said the general. “But she would have been so honored if I know anything about the people involved. They were close to me. They still are in my memory.”
Israel should have believed that, but he found it hard to imagine the general entertaining fine sentiment. He might have questioned those feelings if he had not been so eager to hear any word of his mother.
“Did she have no family of her own?”
“She may have,” he said mildly. “But it’s a rare family that will own to a mistake that a young woman makes like that.”
“I understand, sir.”
“Now that you do, you can hear the rest of the story,” he said, screwing the cane hard in his hands. “When Amey Ralph died giving birth, no one of any family stepped forward to assume the burden of the child. The only person who would take on the job was the brother of the man. And this he did as best he could. He sent the child—a boy—to a place where he knew the life would be hard but honest. He did not do this easily but he did it for the best. The only wrong was the lie at the beginning. The brother understood this would come back on him, but he put off the reckoning like all people do. He had no idea of what would happen until this boy arrived at his door with a letter that says he has never accepted his place on John Potter’s farm—that he has run away to the frontier and the sea, and now returned, a man fully grown, set on a contrary path.”
The general leaned forward and tapped his cane on Israel’s knee. “Now my question is: are you still set on that path, young man?”
Israel felt sudden emotion as the story rounded and came to him. He could have given many answers to the general’s question, but all would have been colored with the anger he felt. So, too, was the one he gave.
“What does it matter to you?”
“I told you that,” he said sharply. “Your father was my brother. My only brother. His name was Levi Potter.”
“My father was Joseph Potter!” said Israel without holding back his anger. “His death in the French War was an honorable one! And I am his son!”
“Ensign Potter was a convenience for your grandfather to give you,” said the general bluntly. “My brother died in ’54—the year of your birth. You can forgive him because I know he had better plans for his son. If you need someone to blame—blame me. I made your life what it is—and I can take your hatred.”
Israel rose so fast and hard that he spilled the slipper chair halfway across the room. “You may have to.”
The general rapped the Negro-headed cane on the floor with an anger that matched Israel’s. “I can take all the hatred you have, which I’m sure you feel is without end. But think how useless it is to punish me for the mistake of another. I imagined you were strong enough to accept the truth. I did my best by you when you were born. Neither of us has any claim on the other. You can take that with you and get out of here—or stay and work for me. That’s the way it is. It’s business between us.”
Israel made a move toward the door, but felt stymied. This was the man who had made his life what it was—in a word, hard. In another, false. He could make it better, but not much worse. And anger, it was said, always passed. Would it?
“You say I’d work for you?”
“You will do that, Israel Potter. Nor did I say the work would be mild.”
“As long as it’s strictly business, General.”
LIBERTY
Israel began working for Simeon Potter in early April, 1775. Two weeks later, a continent went to war against an island empire. Not many were surprised when that finally came to pass, even the ones who dreaded it. Forewarning was thick in the air and the militia was more active in every town. The Boston Massacre, the Gaspee, and the Tea Party, were all steps up a narrowing staircase.
Yet no one could have called the hour that marked the birth of a nation. The king was the manful symbol who spoke to everything in their past that bound them to the future. All things could be rectified if that man awoke one morning with a new light in his eye. That was what so many wanted to believe. In spite of the bitterness that had passed between a sovereign and his colonies, forgiveness, forward-looking and compromise could still rule the day.
Israel might have kept that wish, too, even as he trod the boundaries of hell. On a warm afternoon just shy of the middle of the month, he found himself on the catwalk of Distill House Potter high above the huge smoking cauldron known as the retort, surrounded by vapors of burnt treacle and brimstone. The heat rose to the rafters like a taste of perdition. Below him at the brick furnace, three black men stoked the flames that gave rise to the boiling and gurgling inside the big copper pot.
Dark green worms coiled about Israel’s head, hissing sickly sweet smoke from the leaks in the joins. The residue hardened on the rafters like black icicles, dripping onto the heads of the men below and collecting in sticky pools everywhere. Wherever a man stepped down there, he stepped for a while. And if the retort imploded, as happened from time to time, piercing the copper bottom with acid and flooding the distill house with hot rum, those on the ground were the first to know.
Israel was glad he stayed aloft much of the time, where life was mostly steam and foul gases. As his main duty he hauled up hogsheads of molasses to prime the pot, harassed by the overseer, whose job was to produce a gallon of rum for every gallon of mello. That was General Potter’s quota.
“One to one,” he had said. “And the rum will be full proof. If I receive three-quarters for my share, your pay will suffer in proportion.”
Israel did not tell the general that what he demanded was impossible. He did the impossible each day, calling on all the knowledge and plain cheating he had learned on his stay at the Hopmeyer Plantation in the West Indies. When things went well at the distillery in the morning, the general usually sent him to do clean work with Miss Florence Langstone in the afternoon.
It was good work, wielding pen and ink. Israel appreciated the change and loved being near a woman so fetching. Miss Flo was far from being the usual concoction of flesh and fluff. The general’s mistress had style and the best of it. She could take a simple golden chain and loop it around her waist in a way that it commanded the attention of every man who saw her, telling him look, this is the center of the universe. You cannot ignore it, but you might have it if you please me. Stand in line.
Israel wanted to put himself to the forefront, but he knew he could only do it in one way, which was her way. He must discover the sentiments and phrases that pleased people in every circumstance and commit them to words. She watched him at his work and teased him without meaning much. One day, she told him that since he was a bright and handsome young man, he might serve any master he wished, or bed any woman he wanted. First, however, he must find out what that man or woman wanted, which was the thing they would never voice, but which, finally, became obvious.
“And if the woman is rich, beautiful, and content with all she has?”
Miss Flo answered with a smile: “Then find another.”
After sessions like those, Israel usually found a tall pot of rum, but he never lost the sense that he was saving himself for better, which was a woman like her. In the meantime, his model was Florence Langstone. The curves of her hips and breasts marked the boundaries of his imagination. He knew he had dreamt several times of her naked body—of taking her—but never to the point of release in pure pleasure. Always he stopped on the verge, held back, seemingly, by himself.
Why? Israel discovered no answer in sleep. Her body was perfect there as elsewhere, and her mind was the most subtle thing he ever had known. Each day she found solutions to difficult problems created by one of the most difficult men who ever lived, who was her lover. She seemed to have all the fine virtues that Simeon Potter did not.
What the general had was a wife down in Bristol, a power of gall, and an army of farmers that might have to take the field against the most powerful military on earth. The previous weekend, he had led Israel on a tour of the colony militia, who had taken to calling themselves Minutemen, as if they were really ready for anything quick and deadly.
Israel’s job was to keep detailed lists of the troops. The Minutemen were almost all young boys, too young some of them, half as big as a Pennsylvania rifle and twice as slow to prime. But it seemed that only numbers were important to the general. It was as if the militia was another account in his ledgers.
“Understand that war is pomp and banditry, young man. It may be draped in flags and beset by music that stirs the blood, but it is stealing, country to country instead of man to man. It looks like more because it’s damned well supposed to. When you want what the other fellow has, clothe your desire in the finest phrases and brightest colors and the loudest music. Men will not die for less.”
“Is that why you spend so much time preparing the militia for battle?”
“No,” he had said. “It’s because the king is stealing us blind already. We’ve got to show him we’re serious.”
Israel did not argue with the general, for he did not brook argument. This was the man who had beaten a preacher on the street in Bristol. He fired workers who looked at him without deference, sued his trading partners over pennies, dunned paupers into jail, and trusted none but his family, which now, perhaps, included Israel.
In spite of the general’s temper, Israel knew what he wanted was to be part of that family. His reason was as simple as rain. He did not like what he saw when he looked around at what passed for opportunity.
Unless a man spent his time farming, there was not much chance of a life anywhere. The British told their colonies what they could make in their factories and shops, which was nothing that would threaten industry in England. Trade—the life of the sea—could be followed, but in ways that were tightly limited by law. And what trade could be pursued was taxed to the limit, and then taxed again.
The result was want all over New England. Notices of bankruptcies took up the most space in the newspapers, and if not for the lotteries, no advertisements would be found in the papers at all. People clung to chance as their hope, and rebellion as their future.
Benny Beaubois, the overseer at the distillery, was a living example. He had been an ebeniste, a master craftsman in wood veneer and marquetry, until the joiner he worked with went under. And the next one, too. Having seven children and no work, he signed on with Simeon Potter for a job that required little skill beyond good lungs and a foul disposition, both of which he had in full.
Israel heard Beaubois screaming, the slanted mouth moving beneath the flattened nose, telling him in butchered English to come down from the catwalk. When Israel jumped the last rung from the ladder, the Frenchman was on him before he could turn around.
“Madame wishes you upstairs,” he said with a gust of bad breath. “I tell her I need you here, but she say, no, send me the pussy-eater.”
“She said that?”
“She know what she want, the lady. General, he beat the hell out of a man. Her, she beat it in.”
“It’s a nice way she has about her, though, isn’t it?”
Beaubois shook his head like a weapon inside a cloak. “Citizen of the world, you will one day discover the ways of ladies. A man he knows sin, the ladies only tomorrow. Make them a baby and they forget your name.”
“Seems like a bargain.”
“With the devil. You will know that one day, too.”
Israel intended to. He stopped at the pump in the yard to wash the grime from his face and body before crossing the lot and climbing the stairs to the second floor. He had thought it would be another day of correspondence and Miss Flo’s sultry perfume, but when he reached the room she kept next to the general’s, he knew he would find no ordinary work. The table beside her, at which he usually sat, had been turned to the wall.
“Ma’am.”
“You will be excused from your duties for the rest of the day,” she said in the way that many people took as distant. “You will repair with Mister DeWolfe and your long rifle to Pawtuxet Neck, where you will assist in the delivery of a ship’s cargo to this town.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“This is an important cargo the Liberty carries,” she said. “Were the general not in Newport, he would see to the arrangements himself. Now tell me, what does she bear?”
“She carries contraband, ma’am.” Israel paused. “In this case—munitions.”
“How do you know?”
“Because everyone in Sabin’s Tavern knows, ma’am. They talk of little else.”
“It’s clear you’re conversant with the gossip of the town,” she said. “Your drinking bills tell me as much.”
“I’ll repay every shilling, ma’am.”
“That will not be necessary,” she said. “Certain expenses accrue to a business such as the general’s which are, shall we say, part of the parcel. Information is a commodity like any other, though its value is not easily measured by the marketplace.”
Miss Flo paused; perhaps the planes of her lovely face lightened. “You must do well in this mission, Israel. It will distinguish you with the general, and gain you a place at his side.”
Israel hesitated to speak, but this was the first time in the days he had been with her that she had broached the subject of his place in Simeon Potter’s life.
“What is it you know about me, ma’am, that makes you care?”
“The general told me your story,” she said. “His recitation affected me in a melancholy way, perhaps because it has not been my lot to enjoy what is known as a normal life. Do you understand, Israel?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Now I hope I’ve earned an end to your questions.”
“I have one more.”
She said, “Go on.”
“Did you know the general’s brother—Levi Potter? Or my mother, Amey Ralph?”
“I have no knowledge of the people described by General Potter, for I have only known him the past few years. But I’m sure your mother was a fine woman. No doubt she was like many of our sex, who love well but blindly. Try not to blame her, Israel. She conceived you in love.”
* * *
Not long afterward, Israel was on a horse to Pawtuxet, which lay five miles down the bay along the toll road of the same name. Mark Anthony DeWolfe kept him company. Though DeWolfe was in charge of the delivery, he did not speak two sentences or give an indication of what was to be done when they reached the ship.
Israel was used to the man’s foul temper, which he passed off as the bitterness of a bankrupt who was bound to his brother-in-law Simeon Potter. DeWolfe showed a civil face in his job as watchdog to the general, but when he passed beyond the Sign of the Black Boy into the world where he had once made his way as a demon African trader, all that changed. His cocked hat and pumps gave way to black boots and black trousers. A whip lay at his chest. His horse—a gray gelding so haughty that it must have been stolen—knew that best.
“You’re going to hurt that poor animal,” said Israel. “They’re meant to be ridden, not mangled.”
“I was told to make for the landing with all speed. I don’t know what that means to you, but I know its worth to your master. Not a man or an animal will be spared this day.”
“Is that why you brought the back-buster?”
DeWolfe ran his hand over the snakeskin whipstock. “I brought it for the Pawtuxet dockhand and his oxen. But I reckon I could try it out beforetimes if that’s your wish.”
Israel had never held a conversation he wanted to continue less, but curiosity urged him on. “How many animals will we need for the haul?”
“As many as they’ve got.”
“So it’s a big shipment.”
“I never saw anyone with his brown nose in so many places where it don’t belong,” said DeWolfe. “But I suppose you’ll know soon enough. The Liberty docked with three tons of lead shot and thirty-eight thousand flints. And by the bye, two hundred and seventy-nine barrels of gunpowder.”
Though no one was close to them, DeWolfe lowered his voice for the last item. Shot was one thing, flint another, but powder was a plain miracle. The colonies had no factories for powder, and the British used all their might to keep them from dealing for it. Only a merchant with the best contacts, like Simeon Potter, could have brought powder home.
“How did he do it?”
“Through the Dutch in Curacao,” said DeWolfe. “By way of St. Eustatius.”
Old Statia. “Do the British know the vessel got through their lines?”
“They have their spies,” said DeWolfe. “They’ll know soon if they don’t already. Some people might think that’s a reason to haul their virgin ass down there quick as can be.”
“What do you think the British will do when they know?”
“It could be just like they’ve done before,” said DeWolfe. “Send out the regulars to steal our stores.”
“Which way will they come?”
“General Gage don’t parley with me much of late,” he said, staring across the trees at the swifter water where the Providence River became Narragansett Bay. “Was me, I’d sail up our backs from Newport. But maybe he decides to send horse overland from Boston.”
“So we could be looking at a regiment of redcoats.”
“Just so you don’t worry,” said DeWolfe. “We’ve got a lookout posted on Fort Hill in case of a raid up the bay. But we’ll want another forward to scout the road to town. He’d be a man with a rifle.”
“Not many of those around.”
“He’d have to be good with the thing,” said DeWolfe. “Like the fellow who won the turkey shoot in Smithfield Sunday last. He’d make sure there were no surprises in our way. If there was, he’d give us time to find our way. He’d make those bloody-backs think there was an army across their path.”
“I’d say you needed a sniper.”
“Sniper,” said DeWolfe as if pleased by the sound. “That’s the word for the day. Make sure you keep your eyes wide awake for the next few hours. Then the general won’t be having your balls for fish-bait.”
* * *
The Liberty snug at the dock was one of the largest sloops Israel had ever seen. She had put in at Fiddler’s Rest below the falls of the Pawtuxet River and hard by the mouth of the sea-channel. Christopher Whipple, her captain, brought her through a picket of British ships and anchored there rather than expose her to enemy cruisers in the bay. That was a remarkable bit of seamanship.
But Israel found the thing he was most taken by was the wooden figurehead that rode the Liberty’s bow. He knew that handsome lady, and closer than most men did. The carving was crude, the colors garish, but the image of Florence Langstone was unmistakable. The face was hers, and the rest, naked to the waist, promised to be. Yes, she was a beautiful woman. In wood. In any way.
Israel had no time for thinking of the woman he saw every day. Dusk came on, bringing with it the chance to manage the off-loading without attracting much attention. There were too many farmers driving oxen and carts down to the wharf and too many big men standing around idle in what was a seldom-used harbor for big shipments. Market day would have drawn less attention.
As darkness fell, the men moved quickly to off-load the ordnance. It was heavy going, even the barrels of gunpowder, as heavy as DeWolfe’s hand upon the men. He did not use his whip, for they would have torn him apart when he took it off his shoulder, but he made so much noise they wished he had.
Not until after midnight was the lading complete and Israel ready to move. He went to the blacksmith for his horse, oated and waiting. The animal was too stupid to have a name, but he knew the way to Providence as he knew his home feed and he carried Israel there in darkness in little more than half an hour.
Nothing was to be seen the length of the pike. Israel crossed the Great Bridge through Providence and made his way to the Massachusetts border six miles distant. He saw no sign of trouble. Not much of anything was on the road at that hour. A drunk, two drunks as he passed Jenckes Tavern. A peddler in a cart with sounding bells.
He hadn’t expected much. Even if word of the Liberty’s arrival were timely delivered to the British in Boston, their troops never got underway with speed. The fast dispatch of armed men over poor roads to Providence was almost impossible for them.
But Israel rode a half-circle out to the ferry to be sure before turning and heading south again. He finally caught up with the wagon train just after dawn as it passed Field’s Point for the run down the river road.
The train was not as big as Israel thought it should be, nor were the dray animals as many. The most certain thing was that Mark Anthony DeWolfe would be at the head of the march with his trademark whip.
“You made swift passage,” said Israel, as he reined in beside the gray gelding.
“Aye,” said DeWolfe. “We left half the shot for the Liberty to carry home in ballast. They won’t think it unusual if nothing else catches their eye.”
“Then we should reach Providence before noon.”
“That’s the thing we need,” said DeWolfe, nodding toward the cart drivers. “Keep these louts happy the rest of the way, and we’ll be back snug at the Black Boy before it starts pissing. Them’s bullhead clouds to the west. Rain for sure.”
Perhaps there was a streak of lighter air near the eastern horizon, but Israel could not be sure. That seemed to prove he was not a mariner born. “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “The general will not permit a storm.”
“You mean he’ll bring suit against the heavens?” DeWolfe gave a loud raucous laugh. “Well, he almost got his chance. Whipple said they was hit in the ass by strong hurricane wind off the Caicos.”
“Then they were lucky,” said Israel. “Perhaps they were watched over by their guardian angel—the figurehead.”
DeWolfe smiled in the way the devil had given to slave traders. “So you noticed the lady, eh? And a pretty piece she is, Miss Flo.”
“I’ve never seen a better carving.”
“The image was drawn from life, you know.”
“All of it?”
“Are you daft?” said DeWolfe. “There’s only one man had the liberty of knowing Florence Langstone down to her skin, and he ain’t no ragtag painter.”
“You’ve dashed my hopes.”
DeWolfe ducked as his horse tried to steer him into the low branches of a spiny black oak. “What I’d do with that hope, I’d put it where the moon don’t shine. If you have to, take it out at night and work on it. Simeon don’t let out his private stock to no man, and for that taste of leg he paid the price. He beat up a preacher. After that, wasn’t a man in the colony would give him the time of day. He couldn’t even hire an attorney to staunch the preacher’s suit at law. Now tell me the last time you heard of a lawyer turning down cash money.”
Israel had never heard of it. He said so.
“That’s why Simeon Potter left Bristol,” said DeWolfe. “He moved to Providence with Miss Flo, bought the distill house, and went into the Guinea trade on a grand scale. She never goes back, and he only shows himself around now and again to collect on his debts. That’s the way it is with a rich man. No matter what he does, he comes up richer. Had Simeon stayed in Bristol, he’d be nothing but His Village Highness. Now Simeon owns the village—and a lot more besides. But he couldn’t have done it all himself. He’s as ignorant as a forage mule and twice as mean. It’s Miss Flo’s got the brains. And more balls.”
Truth lay in DeWolfe’s words along with gathering envy. Israel knew the letters that crossed Miss Flo’s desk were often addressed to the most important men in the colony—and several other colonies. Nor did she often seem to consult with the general about the things that should be said.
If anyone was driving from Simeon Potter’s office toward independence, it was Flo Langstone. For all the general’s pride and position, he seemed wary of war, like a merchant afraid of losing his best trade routes.
“What you’re saying, Mark, is that sin pays.”
“I’m saying there ain’t no such thing—unless a man believes in it. To Simeon, it’s nothing but a convenience for keeping folks in line. And if you don’t believe that, you could ask his brother.”
Israel imagined that he was as alert as he had ever been in his life, but hearing the thing he wanted most to hear caught him unaware. His response came late, and he was not sure if it should come at all.
“His brother Levi?”
“His older brother, correct,” said DeWolfe. “Simeon’s mother never got around to making another after she saw the last one come out of the oven.”
“What kind of man was Levi Potter?”
“Two eyes, three legs and a shipmaster’s iron mind,” said DeWolfe. “He had those until the very end.”
“What did he die of?’
“African Fever,” said DeWolfe. “The best you can say is it comes quick.”
“Where did he die?”
“On a map that would be hard to say. What you’d want to do is sail across to the African Coast off the River Gambia and ask the chief of the Wolofs to show you the grave where Levi Potter was put down. It’s on top the hill by the slave barracoon. You could ask him how Captain Potter found his way there, but he wouldn’t be able to tell you that.”
“You sound as if you know.”
“Every damned bit and some I’d like to forget,” he said. “I made that voyage too, as raw a sailor as ever was. I figured Levi Potter was just the captain of my ship, trying to make his way like me, putting himself against that fever coast for the money to make himself whole. How was I to know he’d been sent out by his brother so he could steal the captain’s woman while he was gone.”
Israel felt a strangeness descend on him, as if he had separated from himself. He hardly noticed when a branch reached down and tugged his cap halfway off his head.
“You’re speaking of the general now.”
“You could have called him a general then, too, if you like your leaders with a head too big to measure.”
“Who’s the woman we’re talking about?”
“It ain’t as much who she is as what she was,” said DeWolfe. “The first in the series of women who served Simeon Potter what he lacked in mother’s milk. She made a fine looking figurehead, too—as fine as Florence Langstone.”
“And her name?”
“Amey Ralph,” said DeWolfe, as if her name never came off his tongue but in wonder. “They both wanted her—Levi and Simeon—two married men. Not that you could blame them. The pope in Rome would have put it in his offer for her at nineteen years of age. If you ever saw a twelve-point buck on an October morning, and you had to kill that animal because you’d never see its like again, then you have an idea what she was like as a girl. They don’t make tits like that in Pawtuxet Village. That’s a fact.”
Israel realized that he had lost his cap, that his head was bare, and that the clouds were moving in from the west on a sodden wind. In them was death of every sort.
“You say you made the voyage with Levi Potter?”
“It was my first in that bloody trade,” said DeWolfe. “Ain’t likely to forget it. If the fever didn’t take you, French privateers would. I’m sure Simeon was counting on one kind of disaster or another.”
“But his brother must have been worried about leaving behind a woman—a single woman—who was with child.”
“I wouldn’t know about that,” said DeWolfe. “The bastard was born while we was at sea on our year-long voyage. But I understand that’s what all the fuss was about with Reverend Usher. Miss Amey was as big as a house and Simeon was carting her around like a prize stud bull. It must have been the first time in a life of serious wenching that he ever shot off real ball with his powder.”
“The bastard,” said Israel, feeling the weather overhead closing into the marrow of his bones. “You mean the child—the boy—was not Captain Levi Potter’s?”
“The boy?” said DeWolfe in genial way. “I couldn’t tell you if it was a manchild, a girl, or a three-toed baboon. Nobody ever saw that one. If Simeon didn’t drown it like a rat, it’s for sure he sent it off to the far side of Hades.”
THE ALARM
Israel never understood how he kept himself in check for the rest of the maddeningly slow journey into Providence. He could have ridden ahead, but after he spoke with DeWolfe the Warwick Militia appeared with the word that the British in Boston were active. A mile later they were joined by the Coventry Militia, led by Half-Nose Johnson, who told of large troop movements being reported from Massachusetts, their direction unknown.
In the light of early morning, those rumors and the sight of a wagon train convoyed by militia put the entire countryside on alert. Minutemen with and without uniform attached themselves to the thing they valued most, which was the powder being carried in the ox carts. Workers in the fields put out their muskets and pistols within easy reach. People turned out of their houses and shops to line the road. Some began to cheer while others took to their swords and horses.
By the time the ox-train reached the Market Parade—the main gathering ground in Providence—a large crowd was pressed round the wagons. The local militia had mustered, firing salutes from the eighteen-pound cannon that had been stolen from Fort George in the fall. Faster than the children could be let out of doors, tavern-keepers sent handcarts and vendors to the parade, dispensing courage by the tuppenny dram.
Israel did not turn away the drinks that were being offered, gratis, by happy citizens to the troops. But he found it impossible to believe that so many strangers were his friends, least of all the tall dark young man who put himself in Israel’s way, clapping him on the back with a gust of friendship that was totally false.
“Damme,” said the young man. “What a marvelous show!”
When Israel lifted the arm off his shoulder, where it had come to rest, the young man put out his hand in return. “We met in the tavern. I’m Ephraim Bowen, Junior. And you’re Potter’s bastard.”
Israel hit him once as hard as he could, but did not follow through. His thought as he watched Bowen accept the fist high on his cheek and dump onto the soggy ground was the obvious: Did they all know? Had they known all along? Was Israel the only man in Rhode Island who had never been told?
Bowen was not about to say. He raised himself off the ground by his elbows. “I didn’t expect that,” he said. “They told me you were a Quaker.”
“You’ve gotten the wrong information for once,” said Israel. “But not the last time.”
Israel turned away, leaving Bowen to scour the hog-shit from his velveteen breeches. DeWolfe and his brood could guard the powder. Two of his sons were already sloshing around the parade with lead pencils in their hands, calling for volunteers to help haul the supplies into Potter’s warehouse.
Israel walked a block down Water Street before he turned up Angell’s Lane and the hill toward the confrontation that had been awaiting him all his life.
* * *
He did not go to the back door, or knock at the front, but charged down the broad hallway that was polished to a high gloss so every visitor saw himself in it, double-height, darker. He passed the sitting room without looking in because he could smell the food. The dining room with its white wainscoting was last on the right.
But the first thing Israel noticed when he entered the room with the tall windows and wide window seats and panels carved in the likeness of tropical fruit was not General Potter, or even Florence Langstone, but the Negro boy who was bent to his task over the table serving his master. It was Pompey.
Israel had seen him numerous times, but not until he looked at the boy holding out the silver tray, his face close to Simeon Potter’s, each in profile, each looking toward the intruder at the door, did Israel realize they were the same blood. The same eyes, the same chin, the same miserly mouth that all of Africa could not disguise. This room was filled to overflowing with that man’s sons.
“I’ll speak to you alone, General.”
He put aside his utensils as if they were weapons he did not need. “You don’t come bursting into my home for any reason,” he said. “I heard the ruckus at the parade. I imagine you brought back every grain of powder consigned to me. When that’s proven by the count, you’ll have recompense in full.”
“Perhaps for my reward I could wait on your table,” said Israel, looking deliberately at Pompey. “The two of us. Your offspring.”
Simeon Potter knew something had changed and that it was not a passing thing. He pushed his chair back from the table roughly and waved his hand at Pompey, who retreated into the pantry quickly.
“I have the feeling that waiting on my table is not good enough for what you think you are,” he said. “Not any more.”
“It never was,” said Israel. “But perhaps you’ll renew your offer to send me to Africa. That’s how you rid yourself of your brother, isn’t it? With any luck, I’d die on that coast, too.”
“Israel!”
She had spoken, and when Israel turned to Florence Langstone he saw that the color of blood had spread from her lovely neck to the roots of her fair hair.
“You should leave this room, ma’am. What I have to say is between me and the devil.”
“Go!” said the general. “Leave us!”
And with great discipline she did. Israel watched as she drew her skirts from beneath the table. He turned away, hearing the flutter of expensive cloth and the click of shoes on the parquet floor.
Only the general seemed unaffected. He had not changed except to sling his arm across the back of his chair. When he threw his linen onto his plate, that was the sign business would be done.
“She’s upset,” he said. “That may not be the most useless thing you’ve done in your life, but it will be the one you live most to regret.”
“I find your concern for others strained,” said Israel. “Like the fox sentimental about the hens. Even Miss Florence would have no place in your life if she were not so . . . useful.”
He shook his head. “That’s your idea of the devil then.”
“All of it. And I don’t need more.”
The general seemed to smile. “I reckon it will do no good to tell you of the things you have not yet seen.”
“I want to see nothing through your eyes,” said Israel, taking a step that put him closer to this man. “I came to tell you that.”
Simeon Potter got to his feet, working his chair back in place. He looked deeply into his plate of beef, as if he regretted abandoning something as useful as a knife, then he moved round the serving cart that Pompey had left behind the table. The general took two steps toward Israel and stopped when it seemed even he must feel the heat.
“I don’t know what you think you know, but understand one thing: you are no son of mine.”
“If I believed you,” said Israel, “a great burden would be lifted from my mind.”
Though the small mean eyes moved by seeming to shrink, the general did not react to the challenge. He stared as if addressing a ledger. “I’ll give you money if you go away,” he said. “Once and never again.”
Israel felt unmanageable anger. He had been called many names—bastard not the least among them—but no friend or enemy had ever asked him to sell the one thing that he owned outright.
“You solve all your problems with your money,” said Israel. “It’s because you’re a coward.”
The response was quick, very quick. With the kind of rage that must have descended on Parson Usher, Simeon Potter reached to the sideboard and snatched up the Negro-headed cane. He held the dark weapon out, level and lethal, between Israel’s eyes.
“No man has ever called me that and lived to prosper,” he said. “From this day forward, if you see me in the street, you will turn your head away! You will take to your heels and find a place where you can hide!”
“I will not walk away, old man! I will spit!”
The blow that meant to murder came true. Simeon Potter brought the Negro-headed cane back and down again in a sudden arc, but Israel saw it bearing upon his head as if it were waterborne—languid and harmless. With a quick movement, he pulled back as the cane fanned the air before his face, thumping his right shoulder hard.
Israel stepped forward within the same motion, catching Simeon Potter’s arm up high. Wrenching the cane from his grasp, and putting all his weight against that bad balance, Israel spilled the tyrant to the floor.
He might not have stopped there. He might have brought the cane down on its master, once, again and again, with great fury, if the sound had not suddenly come up and the bells had begun to chime.
First came the clear tones of the Congregationalist Church on Meeting Street, then more deeply the booming strokes of the old Baptist Church on the hill. And the New Lights across the river. And more and more, until every bell in town rang out all together.
* * *
Still Israel did not understand what had happened until he looked out the parlor window and saw two men run by in the street. Their heads barely broke above the sill, but their musket barrels jabbed the air in a fierce hurly-burly, changing everything in an instant.
By the time Israel left the house—leaving Simeon Potter to gather himself from the floor like a beggar—Providence was in turmoil all the way down to the docks. People turned out not one by one but in great moiling streams, bursting from the factories, shops and homes. They were walking, running, closing on the center of town. It seemed as if they moved to the sound of the bells.
Israel had never seen anything like it because there had never been anything like it. At first, he could not tell what had happened until he realized every man had one word on his lips, the same word—a place-name that he had never heard before. And when rider after rider came in from the east, Israel understood the everlasting gravity of a day when every messenger carried the same message.
The British had come out of Boston. They had gone into the country and drawn blood in the town of Lexington.
Within the hour every able-bodied man for miles was under arms. Infantry came from Smithfield and Johnston and Cranston, cavalry from Barrington and East Greenwich, to gather at the Market Parade. Some were set on marching without orders or supplies and could hardly be restrained by their commanders. And when another rider came in from the north on a horse that fell dead at his feet, bearing news that the redcoats had driven farther inland to Concord, where great slaughter was in progress, the militia could not be kept back.
The first company to set off for Boston were the Minutemen from Coventry who had brought the powder to town. They were the drunkest, the loudest, and because they were first to launch they seemed like the craziest. They were the perfect mates for Israel Potter. He had nothing to keep him in this place and everything to make him go. And he wanted, more than anything, to fight.
The Coventry Company marched east out of town at the head of the column, and they were heroes all the way. Every citizen turned out to urge them on. The old men cheered, the women pressed food and stockings into their hands, the children followed gaily, and the girls made promises they never meant to keep.
All along the route their numbers grew. Men who were supposed to muster elsewhere—or not at all—joined in. Just before the workhouse a drummer fell in with the column, and by the time they reached the corn mill two fifers had added their call to the throbbing martial beat. The company was almost the size of a regiment, pipes wailing, drums pounding, when they passed the tanyard near Mister Burr’s school.
He saw her standing before the schoolhouse steps. Florence Langstone did not wave. She made no demonstration of any kind. But when Israel came abreast of the schoolhouse, she stepped forward and called his name.
He turned his head away.
Israel did not look back. He had gone ten paces by the drum when he heard his name called again.
God, she was following them, flanking the column up the dusty road. From Olney’s Tavern a couple of men hung out the windows, inquiring loudly about women who went to war. Someone from the row behind said that Israel was his middle name, if she needed a man to answer or just wanted to look. When they all started the singsong chant, “Israel, Israel,” he knew he would break formation and turn to face her.
Which he did, angrily. She could see it in his face and she spoke first. “I have no wish to embarrass you, Israel.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You may patronize me,” she said. “I do not take this as a sentimental occasion, though I might wish it so.”
He was caught off guard by her words, which were spoken in her usual fashion—calm and controlled. It was a fine way in a woman unless he had dreamed, obscenely, of more.
“Do you wish it?” he asked.
She said, “Yes,” as her breath caught in her throat. She put a silk handkerchief against her mouth.
“It’s the tanyard, ma’am. We should have chosen a better place to talk.”
She was glad of his words amidst the rankest smell in life. Removing the handkerchief from her mouth, she unwrapped the knot that held five pounds in sterling coin. She handed Israel the money that was more than he had ever held at any time.
“Take this,” she said. “It will be of more use than anything I could offer.”
She could have offered the truth, which she must have known from the moment they met. Israel realized he would never hear that from her if he stood in this foul wind from the slaughterhouse forever.
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“I could do more for you, Israel, would you let me.”
“No, ma’am. You’ve given me enough.”
“Write me,” she said. “Tell me all the things you do in the cause of liberty.”
“I’ll see to it.”
“Take care with your grammar,” she said. “The letter should be fit to be seen by the President of Congress.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you, ma’am?”
“I wish you to have another name,” she said as if it were first thing that came to mind; as if it were nothing. “Take your mother’s name.”
“Her name?”
“Call yourself Israel Ralph Potter,” she said. “It’s a small thing. A name that’s hardly used. What need have we of a third, or even a second, when you think of it?”
Israel did think of it; and he decided it was not a small thing, though it might be unimportant. “Very well, ma’am. I’m finally christened.”
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