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Dedicated to the real Israel Potter,
whose life left an uncertain
outline painted in shadows
PROLOGUE:
PROVIDENCE, 1823
THE SABLE MOON
The new girl was for the connoisseur. Small-boned and lithe in the limbs, her breasts were large and of the country, as Henry liked them. She was the center of attention, a blonde object at auction, and the gavel was held by Claire, the madam. She was a woman with the mind of three and the morals of an army on the move.
“You’re taken with her, Henry?”
“She has a slow sort of charm,” he said. “It grows, so to speak.”
Claire laughed like three people. That meaty sound from the most aggressive chest in the city of Providence traveled the length of the drawing room to the red velvet drapes. Riding in the ceiling above were big-cheeked angels in fresco. Below, ranged along the wainscoting, were big-cheeked angels in flesh. These were all for sale, or rent, and what was rented was cheek in one form or the other. It was sometimes let out by the pound with a discount for overhang, but this one, the finely concentrated one, was different. She was marvelous.
“I suppose it’s too much to expect that she would be knowledgeable.”
“Depends on your appetite,” said Claire. “She’s off a farm in North Kingston. When her mother died, the stepfather took her into his bed.”
“Simple assault.”
“I gather he put off his shoes.”
For North Kingston, that was the height of sophistication; for Henry Trumbull, printer, author, collector of antiques and every singularity, wholesaler of the imagination (which some called lies), that was only the beginning. It was what human beings did with their mouths that distinguished them from other species.
“I’ll have her if she’s free for an hour.”
“Free, she ain’t,” said Claire with a devastating smile. “She’s different—special if you like. Senator DeWolfe wants to buy her out from under me. He offered his matched pair to start off the bargain.”
“You know a DeWolfe never gives up his chattel. The family trade is in slaves. What he wants is a woman who won’t complain of his savagery.”
“It’s white of you to tell me that,” she said. “It gets you Miss Daisy Goodbody for twenty dollars.”
Henry smiled, though he knew that Claire made up these names as they came to mind, and changed them from hour to hour; that is, from client to client. Whimsy was the charm of her establishment, playacting an end in itself.
“Ten dollars.”
“And all paid up on your arrears.”
Arrears. What a word. This young girl had an ass that traveled the piano bench like a Baptist locomotive.
“Let’s say I pay in product, Claire.”
She twiddled her long painted fingers. “That’s acceptable. But I want more variety this time. Fifty-two cards, fifty-two positions. All printed fine. And some with animals.”
“We have a contract.”
* * *
Who would have thought that she would be blonde all over her body? Henry could not have been more pleased. The tousled hair that lifted from her mons veneris was like spun gold. It was almost a shame to disturb that fine tangle, though the greater shame would have been in not disturbing it at all.
Still, Henry was not sure he liked following a stepfather’s passage to damnation. Was that moron tormented with guilt? Had he taken the next child, or the Merino sheep?
“Do you have sisters?” asked Henry as she sat up in bed and rolled down her shift.
Daisy looked at him warily, yet still determined to please. “No, sir.”
“Brothers?”
“One gone and run off.”
“So you were alone in the house with your father.”
“And the cat,” she said mildly.
“Did he come to you often?”
“Twice a week,” she said. “Wednesdays and Saturdays.”
“Did he always carry out his wants?”
“He only had one,” she said with the first sign of rancor.
“Did he always do it in exactly the same way?”
“Except when he was sober,” she said. “Then it was mighty quick.”
“Tell me how you felt.”
Daisy looked baffled and panicky, as she had never looked as she lay under him. Her narrow eyes, canted like the halves of a diptych, seemed to ask what kind of monster would speak of the mechanics of love. Or lust.
“I can’t do that, sir.”
“Come now,” he said. “You know who I am.”
“A printer.”
“A writer,” he said. “All human experience is my domain. You’re shutting an important door on my knowledge of the species.”
Hers was not a guileless face. Her eyelids were heavy, and when she closed them, they drew down like the hood of an elegant coach. “It wasn’t the same,” she said. “With him I was fearful. He was rough in his movements and he had a cock like a horse. Not that yours is small, sir. It’s more the spirit of the thing that matters.”
Daisy was learning. Henry was glad to have had her this night, and no later, for if a whore was bright, with generous breasts and an improving vocabulary, someone might take her out of here. Claire catered to the best element in the city—the people who mattered—from her townhouse on Benefit Street. It was called The Sable Moon.
Henry wondered how he could manage Daisy’s abduction with not even a twenty-eight-cent thriller in the works when something bumped at the door with less than a knock and more than a misstep. The door, painted the red that only appears in a slow fire, opened tentatively. An old man with elfin features and imprecise blue eyes put his head inside. He looked about, startled but curious, as if he had entered a compartment on a ship in a storm.
“Sorry, sir. Thought the room was free.” But the old man, mistaken though he was, did not leave the doorway. “I’m here for the chair.” He looked to the pile where Henry’s clothing lay heaped—all but the shoes. “Mrs. Steele would like it bottomed.”
Daisy nodded. “The straw’s all give out, sir. Let Israel take it.”
“Well, I’m in favor of new bottoms,” said Henry. “Hand me my clothing, old man.”
“Israel Potter, sir. And, yes, I’d be delighted to.”
He moved into the room with surprising alacrity and a smile that advertised its charm. Though dressed in a gingham shirt and plain cotton pants, Israel Potter did not have the manner of a servant. Like a gentleman who had often set out his own wardrobe—a better one—he shifted the clothing to the corner of the bed. As he took up Henry’s shirt, he shook his head of grey hair.
“Ink on the cuffs, sir. Would you like me to see to it?”
“Ink is the bane of my life.”
“Mister Trumbull’s a printer,” said Daisy. “And a writer.”
The old man cocked his head, looking at Henry as if he saw what he wanted but did not quite trust the perception. “A writer of books, sir?”
“Tall tales and sermons,” said Henry. “The sacred and the profane.”
“It’s sure to be both in life, isn’t it, sir? Doctor Franklin once said the same to me.” The old man turned quickly with Henry’s shirt in his hand. “I’ll be back straightaway with everything set aright.”
Henry watched the door close like a book. He was aware that he had just been visited by a gifted liar—“Doctor Franklin once said that to me.” Yes, of course. Benjamin Franklin. As if the greatest man in the history of these United States had spent his nights in whorehouses in conversation with chair-menders.
“Who is that fellow, Daisy?”
“Israel Potter, like he said. The last two weeks he’s run chores for Mrs. Steele.”
“But he hasn’t always done that, has he?”
She shrugged, lifting those bully breasts beneath her shift. “Israel’s a nice old man with a clever tongue. Mrs. Steele ain’t one to let out her spare room for no pay, but he keeps her in a historical way with his tales of yore. If it ain’t Doctor Franklin, it’s General Washington. The mistress likes that—and I reckon she thinks Israel’s beyond the pale. He might be in some ways. Though he hides it well, he’s all but blind.”
So was Homer. Yet he managed to pass on the things he knew before he found oblivion. Nor did he think small. Franklin and Washington. Not a bad start at an Iliad.
“What else do you know about Mister Potter?”
“He was born here, but lived most of his life in England,” said Daisy. “He got over there during the war—the Revolution. Now that he’s back, he’s here to stay. Mister Cowell’s helping him with his pension application.”
“So he’s a genuine veteran.”
“Oh, yes,” she said. “Israel just took a roundabout way at getting back home.”
An American Odyssey then. Henry could feel the lines of Israel Potter’s life beginning to converge with his. That was premature, but if Benjamin Cowell vouched for the old man’s war service, there must be something to it. Perhaps a lot.
“Daisy, could you bring me some cognac?”
“Yes, sir.” She got to her feet instantly.
“The bottle. And two glasses.”
She nodded as if she always knew the exact moment when she was excluded. Henry watched Daisy go, her body murmuring within the shift. Arrears. Yes. Henry had had enough of them. He had not done more than two thousand copies—on his own press—since Robert, the Wild Boy of Massachusetts.
Now there was a story that wrote itself. A wild boy who lived in a cave for twenty years with only dread nature as his guide. Likewise Sarah Allen. She had been marooned on a desert island with nothing to eat but her shipmates.
Survival. That was the theme. What the human animal would do to persist in the most extreme circumstances. He would kill with his own hands, or consume his own kind, to endure. No, to triumph. That last gasp was Henry’s contribution. The hurrah.
He had pulled on his stockings when he heard that bumping at the door again. The old man—Israel Potter—had enough time to hone his story. Henry could not imagine what direction it would take. Cannibalism again?
“Come in.”
The old man held the white shirt out like a trophy. Henry thought that he had never seen a man of his age—he must be seventy—move with such energy and purpose. If life was a stage, and Claire’s the runway, then Israel Potter was an accomplished actor.
“Here it is, sir, fresh as a dove.”
And it appeared to be. Not a mark on the cuffs. “How did you manage that?”
“What a house full of whores knows, sir, is how to deal with stains.”
“You’re on good terms with them, it’s clear.”
“They like having a useless man about,” he said as if he were not quite. “King George kept a eunuch one year—a gift from the Turkish Bey. The idea was the same.”
“You mean George III? The madman?”
“He was seldom mad in his early days, sir. But as time wore on, he couldn’t bring himself to accept losses. When he lost a continent, he fair lost a part of himself forever.”
“You talk like his keeper.”
“No, sir. Ernst, a German, was his keeper. I worked in other ways for His Majesty.”
“In what other ways?”
“That’s a long story.”
Undoubtedly, but Henry had put The Indian Wars to bed in a little more than a hundred pages. It was always a matter of what had to be told.
“Let’s say I have the time to listen.”
“But will you want to, sir, when you find out what’s involved?” The old man altered his tone as if aware that negotiations had begun. “When people tell you my story will never see the light of day, will you write the truth?”
The truth? Henry wondered if in his career he had ever touched upon that thing. Not likely. The story—not the truth—was the thing.
“If your story is good, it will find an audience. That can’t be stopped.”
“My story’s better than good,” he said with an authority that had been absent to that point. “It’s the best you’ve ever heard.”
“Let’s say I haven’t heard anyone talk like this since I was a boy in Norwich, listening to veterans of the Revolution swap lies.”
“Norwich, Connecticut, sir? That’s where General Arnold hailed from.”
“I’m aware of that,” said Henry. “Benedict Arnold. The traitor. The arch fiend. Don’t tell me he’s part of your story, too?”
“Yes, sir. But just a part.”
“That would make your life a very tall tale. A giant.”
Israel Potter smiled, showing dimples and teeth that were much more than stumps. There was a lot of pixy in this old man, which should have been impossible at his age.
“Let’s make a bargain, Mister Trumbull. I’ll tell you the truth, and we’ll decide what the world should know. Too much truth could lose me my pension, and you your reputation.”
“So your life is a scandal.”
“Worse,” he said seriously. “I’m a man without a country, or even a cause. It wasn’t that way in the beginning, though. We were just men who sailed to serve America. We put out from Plymouth in the brigantine Washington, but were taken prisoner by the British and sent to England. That’s where this story begins. With a question. After a man sails past the gates of hell, what does he find?”
“You tell me.”
“Death or tomorrow,” he said without a smile. “We were the first American ship taken in the war. Everything the enemy learned from us was a lesson they could turn on all their captives. We could have been spiders or mice. It was all the same.”
“You were under a microscope.”
“It was scientific in a strange way,” he said. “The object of men when they make war is to know their enemy. They want to know what he’s doing and what he’ll do next. It’s called Intelligence. The men who practice it have their faces set to the future. They’re not like any you know.”
“What are they like?”
“Astrologers,” he said in a near murmur. “Magicians. The man I’m going to tell you about was the greatest of all. His name was Paul Wentworth. I first met him in Portsmouth, England. I wanted to kill him at first glance and last, but the times in between were like looking through the Eye of God. I could see into the depths of power where our fates are decided.”
“And you were a part of that, Israel?”
“I was. It’s the kind of thing a man can’t look away from. Not if he’s a man.”
“Let’s say I am.”
He smiled generously. “Let’s say I knew that, Mister Trumbull. Else why would you be in this place?”
PART ONE:
LIKE JOSEPH INTO EGYPT
LANDFALL
HMS Tartar came to anchor on January 5, 1776, in the road at Spithead off the coast of England after a passage of twenty-one days across the Atlantic. During that time, the people of the Washington, seventy-two in number, had been packed into an oaken space fit for thirty. In that place below decks without a spark of light they ate and slept. They shit in the face of the next man, whose revenge was to do it in the face of the next man.
It was a wonder no one died during the voyage. The only thing they were sure of was that they were being shifted from a place where they could have been exchanged to a place where that was impossible. They were not going home soon. They might never go home.
Almost all of them were Rhode Islanders. They had signed up for the army as Minutemen who marched to Boston to fight but stayed on through the summer and fall to ring round the British army. To a man they had volunteered for a sea cruise because they were bored with life in the camps. When they stepped forward that day, they had no idea they were enlisting on the worst ship on the seven seas with Sion Martindale, the worst captain.
In spite of everything that had gone wrong, the men were encouraged when the next morning Martindale was taken off the vessel in a longboat that made for the shore directly. Like spectators and not like cattle, the ship’s people were brought onto the main deck as the boat vanished in the morning mist and the Tartar followed, making its way to Portsmouth harbor through the great towers.
To Israel Potter, twenty-one years old, the waters of Portsmouth were like a barbaric inland sea given to a single barbaric purpose. Huge warships lay everywhere at anchor and more lay a-building at the dry docks and wharves. The entire waterfront was a labyrinth of factories, shops and offices thronged with working men and sailors. It was the heart of the British maritime empire—the center of power.
The rest of the town was simply a gaol. The towers supported a gigantic chain that could be drawn across the harbor with links each as big as a boat. The walls were huge bastions so stout that trees grew on them. Beset with merlons and cannon, they were manned by many armed guards.
It was as if the confinement of the Washington’s people had increased, taking in fresh air as it grew crueler. As the Tartar edged slowly, almost tenderly, to her berth, it became clear that the people who stood in the street before the wharf had been gathered in that place by an invisible hand. There were hundreds in this strange audience, even to the rooftops of the buildings, where they sat as they watched the carnival at their feet.
The crowd was as boisterous and savage as crows after corn, gawking and pointing and shouting, as if there were no business in town but this show of captive seamen. Vendors selling food and drink and trinkets, tradesmen in their leather aprons, merchants in fine silk, whores in their brilliantines, stood in the street before the dock as if they had come to behold freaks of nature.
The Washington’s people were that. They were four weeks’ filthy, stinking like eight weeks’ offal, their clothing in rags, and they did not like where they found themselves at such a long time coming. The rollicking crowd that swarmed at the dock knew nothing of a man but the clothes he wore. In that they were completely English.
So when the men were challenged from the dock they answered back. When they were laughed at they returned the same. Nor was it long before jeers and insults began. The crowd wanted to know if all rebels were as filthy as apes, bearded like apes, as near to naked as apes, speaking the King’s English just like apes.
With that last question, they began to get answers. The guards who watched over the deck of the Tartar, as mean a lot as ever was, stood aside, as if on orders to permit the show. They made no move until someone cried, “Look, Yank, your ass is showing.”
At that point John Vial moved from Israel’s side to the rail, saying, “You want to see my ass, do you?” and turning his back, dropped his rank trousers and shot the moon in Portsmouth harbor.
That’s when things got out of hand. Three guards threw Vial down hard on his back, the crowd began to heave old vegetables and older fish, and Job Hornley commenced to rail.
Usually a mild collected man, Hornley had not been himself since midway across the ocean when he was struck by lightning while on deck for exercise. Four others were hit by the same bolt, including one of the Tartar’s people, but none save Hornley claimed to see all the world, above and below, within the flash.
Stunned, given to long silences and a gaping mouth, Hornley began to talk in disconnected phrases, or worse, to say what was on his mind. When he jumped into the lines of the ship, moving high into the yards, he said that he wasn’t coming down until he could speak to the king. He wouldn’t budge unless George hauled his “ruddy red ass” down to Portsmouth harbor to hear his complaints.
The crowd roared with outrage. Most urged the guards to shoot Job from the yards, some told him to jump—the water was fine—while a few heard truth in his words.
There soon came a point, however, when one of the guards leveled his musket at Hornley and threatened him with large caliber lead shot. “Come down out of there! Or your ass will be ruddiest thing in Portsmouth town!”
“I want to know what happened to our captain!” cried Hornley. “I seen he was taken ashore in the morning, but I can’t arrive at a reason. This is the foulest man that ever put his big mouth next to his shrunken mind. He’s a filthy bastard more English than any of you poor assholes!”
At that point, missiles began to arrive from the dock—some directed at the guards and more at Hornley. The madman received every variety of the English garden, along with sticks and stones from the English wayside, until he was dripping with small cuts and juice. Still, he might have stayed aloft until he was shot or struck loose if a loud voice had not suddenly overcome the clamor.
“Friends!” cried the man. “Leave off the persecution of this wretched man! Do not abuse a downtrodden victim of war!”
Israel saw the man who had spoken. His appearance was as distinctive as his voice. Old, tall and gaunt, his white hair and dark simple dress were like a beacon of authority set down among the motley throng.
“Ask ourselves if we might someday find ourselves in his place,” said the man in a loud but intimate voice that meant he was a preacher. “Put thyself there, and imagine thy flesh to be assaulted by the missiles of enemies whose names thou do not know. Whose reasons for hatred are as dim as thine own.”
The preacher flung his hand upon the universe. “This man appears before us because he was told by his masters to go among his enemy and render harm. Is he so different from us? Do we not go where we are sent, fight men we will never know—and kill? Do we not believe that murder is sanctified by higher authority? If we ask ourselves these questions, we will discover the answers that teach us charity toward others.”
The preacher pushed himself forward, cleaving through the rows of citizens like a majestic wraith. He appeared at the head of the gangway with all eyes upon him.
“Come down, Friend!” he shouted to Hornley. “Come down! I promise I will present thy petition to George. I will stand outside his palace until he answers this question: Why wage war? Why inflict suffering for reasons that an honest man cannot justify to his conscience?”
Strangely, Hornley looked upon the preacher as if he were speaking sense. He blinked a time or two, and his face gave a grin that his mind had not agreed on.
“You will speak to the king?” he said with wonder. “You will ask him why a man must sleep in bilge-water with a bucket of shit under his nose? You will discover why he must eat pork more maggot than pig? Why he must abide all manner of vermin? And be shut away from the light—far, far from the light?”
“Friend, I will ask all these things! I will demand and have answers to your questions!” The preacher whirled on the crowd. “Can we not have charity toward this man and his fellows? Can we not give of ourselves to ease their way?”
As the preacher spoke, a young boy moved along the dock, his cap held out in supplication. Israel knew now that the preacher was a Quaker, and the boy his acolyte, for he recalled the times that he had gone with his grandfather on his missions. In those days, Israel passed the hat among crowds come in for the general assembly, court sessions, or the fairs.
They all did not give—they never did—and one of five would be accounted good. But the young boy was doing better than that along the front row, perhaps every fourth person tendering coins. And the preacher kept up his steady beat.
“Give, Friends! Give so that others might have life! Bring this man down! Show him that all men are brothers! Bring him down to our welcoming bosom!”
The chant had an effect. Coins rang in the boy’s cap steadily, while a man in rich garments suddenly climbed atop a hogshead barrel. “I say we treat them like people!” he cried. “In the name of mankind, Zaccheus Smythe tenders the contents of his purse!”
He threw the purse of red satin over the heads of dozens of bystanders into the hands of the preacher as the citizens roared. Whether it was with approval or dismay, no one could tell. That could only be known by the boy, but it seemed that the coins came faster to his cap. The preacher, for his part, never left off his cry.
“Bring him down! Bring this man down from his deadly perch! Give, Friends! Give generously to the relief of thy brothers in need! Give for these poor captives who journey from the land where so many of your brothers have gone! Give for life!”
So it was that after a while Job Hornley came down from the yards. In the end, he descended meekly, with the same sudden surrender that was the other side of his mad outbursts. Perhaps he was amazed by the attention from the mob, or heartened by the money that was gathered, or simply tired.
The guards took Hornley in hand, mindful of the eyes of the people, and shunted him quickly below, where of course they beat the hell out of him.
* * *
“It seems as if the display isn’t having quite the result we expected,” said Wentworth. “I saw the collection the preacher took up. If we could get half that amount for our own prisoners I’d count it a good day.”
Admiral Douglas turned from the window within whose panes the public scene was being played out at the docks. Very much a man of his class, he dismissed what he had seen with an effeminate wag of his hand. In a perfect society, Douglas should be tasked with training cadets at the naval academy, where decisions were never forced on anyone loath to make them. Facing a flaw in the admiralty’s plan was a serious matter for a man so fat.
“That preacher should be made to listen to himself for all eternity,” said the admiral as he sat back down at his desk. “If that isn’t hell, I don’t know the taste of it.”
“It’s not as bad as that,” said Wentworth. “The crowd, everything considered, is on our side. They’d have thrown our earnest Quaker in the water if I hadn’t guaranteed his safety.”
“You did that?”
“I thought it was wise,” said Wentworth. “For the future.”
“The future,” said Douglas scornfully. “We don’t know about such things in the navy. The townspeople won’t matter in the scheme of things. One of my aides had the newspaper men brought in for a cozy and some beer that pleased them too well. From near and far they came. Even the Gentlemen’s Magazine sent a university student on leave.”
“Good work, Admiral.”
“I’m glad to be complimented by a man I don’t know from a department I’ve never heard of. It makes one feel part of the team, Wentworth.”
“His Majesty’s team.”
“Yes, quite.”
Wentworth spun the globe of the world on its stand, thinking it might stop where it would, before he crossed to the admiral’s desk. That thing was so large it could hardly be covered with papers, though the attempt had been made.
“I understand you’ve spoken to the captain of the rebel ship,” said Wentworth. “I’m sorry I didn’t arrive soon enough to join the meeting.”
Douglas sat with his hands webbed across his paunch as if trying to hold in his ample guts. He seemed to speak to them like an audience. “He was a revelation, that man. Martingale. Martindale. Whatever. First, he told me that he’d never give in to coercion of any kind—not from the king or the devil. Second—and without a pause—he offered to sell his men by the pound if it would move himself and his officers back across the water to their home.”
“Sell them?”
“Volunteer them for His Majesty’s service, shall we say.”
“Really? He was that forward?”
“He seems to know no other way,” said Douglas. “As I understand his behavior, it was a continuation of events that had already passed. He told Admiral Graves in Boston everything that curious man wanted to know of rebel dispositions. Names, dates, places. So after Martindale volunteered his men, I returned a gesture of good will. I agreed to furnish the captain and his people with fresh clothing.”
“Remarkable.”
“My thought exactly,” said Douglas. “If Martindale’s typical of our enemy, this war will soon be over.”
Wentworth did not think so. He had spent time with his uncle, the governor of New Hampshire, learning among other things the shape of the American character. His opinion, gained through some pain, was that the rebels lacked nothing, certainly not ingenuity. This shipmaster, Martindale, seemed like a symphony of improvisation. He had the American weakness, however. Honor. It should not be mistaken for money, though it often was.
“I wonder if I might ask a favor,” said Wentworth. “I’d like to examine the ship’s papers. That might take some time, but they would be promptly returned to your office.”
“Don’t give a damn,” said the Admiral of the White. “I’m sure you’ll find little there.”
It was possible the Douglas was right; but betting that he was wrong seemed the safer chance. Wentworth did not like to think in terms of character, which to so many in the king’s service meant rivalry. He preferred to let the facts emerge. The ship’s papers should be thoroughly scrutinized.
“A new set of eyes then, Admiral. It can’t hurt to look.”
Douglas waved his hand at the pile of paper on the parson’s table as if at a servant who had failed him. “It’s all there, Wentworth. Every bit of illiteracy. Please be sure to take it completely away.”
“I will, Admiral. Thank you.”
“I wouldn’t expect thanks, but it’s what you do, isn’t it?” he said. “Sift through the drab leaving of others and turn them to gold.”
“We try.”
* * *
They stood in line—another bloody line—while their names and the countries of their birth were taken. Israel was number forty-four—and addressed that way when the man in the wig, who might have been a judge, read the charges aloud.
“The prisoner, charged with being in arms and rebellion on the king’s high seas on board the brigantine Washington, fitted out in Massachusetts, and taken in the act of treason out of the realm on the fifth day of December, 1775, then landed at Portsmouth, Hampshire, England, and hereby remanded to the king’s custody.”
John Vial was number sixty-nine, almost at the end of their batch of seventy-two. He listened stoically while he was called a traitor for the record, and then moved toward Israel, who stood at the gunwale trying to draw some heat from the badly clothed bodies around him. Vial, who still had a shirt in one piece, refused to do that.
“I heard some scuttlebutt from one of the guards,” he said. “The bastard was trying to piss me off, so I believe him.”
“What’s he say?”
“That they’re going to give us new clothes,” said Vial with scorn. “It ain’t because we need them. It’s part of a deal that Martindale struck with the admiralty.”
“Martindale,” said Israel, turning the name of his captain into a curse without trying. “I wondered what he was doing ashore. What I can’t believe is that he cared enough to see to our clothing.”
“He didn’t in Plymouth,” said Vial. “Not until we forced him to.”
“I remember,” said Israel, knowing exactly how the men had turned the ship back to port. “So if he made a deal it favors him at our expense.”
“I won’t argue.”
Israel thought about it as they were kept on deck beyond their time in the lowering weather. That sorry excuse for a shipmaster had never shared anything, but always made sure to rake off the top. That was true even before the Washington set sail.
The other American ship at Plymouth, the Harrison, was so old it had sweeps running from her deck. Everyone laughed, but they stopped laughing when on the first day at sea the American ships were chased by a British man-of-war. The Harrison’s oars quickly drew her away from the Washington.
“What does that bastard have to trade is what I’m wondering,” said Israel. “He’s got nothing. We’ve got nothing but our hatred of him.”
“That won’t take us far,” said Vial. “But he’ll return the hatred if he can. I say we watch out for ourselves. If it’s clothes were getting, something changed hands under the table.”
Minutes later, the guards came up and told the Washington’s people to strip. They did so without hesitation, marking that the guards would not touch the rags, which were filthy and lousy. When their trousers and shirts were floating in the harbor like bloated bodies, they were taken to a cistern to cleanse themselves in cold water in the cold wind. Suits of slop clothes as rough as bark were issued before the men were ordered below.
No one had any idea what would happen next. Throughout the crossing and their captivity, the officers were kept separate from the men. Though Israel thought he would rather trust the whims of the English weather than Martindale’s wiles, he did not suspect that something much worse would come to pass.
It happened later at the high point of the day when they were on deck for their bout of exercise, their food, such as it was, and a turn at the water. They did everything by numbers, one through seventy-two in line at the scuttlebutt.
The man in front of Israel was Wheeler Pierce. He was from Martindale’s regiment, one of those who stuck with the captain until the last minute on the cruise when everyone else was screaming for his head.
Pierce had been sick for three days with a high fever—one of several sick men among the ship’s people—but he had arisen that morning, recovered, for his turn at the water. He was about Israel’s age, and he had been a cooper before the war. Now as he stood before the barrel that was like so many he had built from oaken staves and iron hoops—and as he raised the ladle to his lips, his head thrown back—Pierce continued the motion into a swoon and fell backward at Israel’s feet.
One look at Pierce’s face was enough to tell that something was more than wrong. The dark eyes were like fresh tar, shining with a brilliance that only a new and more powerful fever could bring.
“You’re in a bad way, Pierce.”
He tried to arise, but Israel held him down with the light pressure of one hand. As if it had been a blow, Pierce completed the swoon and closed his eyes. He did not move.
Israel could see one of the guards already coming up. His name was Hingham, and he had skin like pie crust.
“This man’s sick.”
Hingham stopped, looming over them, looking down with no particular interest or expression. “Like to die,” he said. “If you’re wise, you’ll let him do just that.”
“It’s not right,” said Israel. “He needs to be looked at.”
Hingham jabbed his club playfully at Israel’s crotch, and then knelt down on one knee. He stared at Pierce’s face with more interest and rolled his chin to the side, exposing his neck. Under the ear, along the jawline, was an eruption. Actually, it was a series of sores more like a rash that had been hidden by the shirt and the length of his unkempt hair and beard. The pustules were ruddy, cone-like, and as frightening as death itself.
“It’s the smallpox,” said Hingham, who knew.
THE SCOURGE
Israel could never explain how he felt during those first days at Haslar Hospital, where the Washington’s people were taken after the smallpox appeared. A prisoner of the Royal Navy had no rights, including the right to live, but he could keep the illusion that he might survive. At Haslar, that was no longer true.
The people of the Washington were shipped, sick and well alike, to Gosport on the western side of Portsmouth harbor. The huge hospital at waterside had a guardhouse at the entrance and a twelve-foot wall that ran around the airing grounds. On the flanks stood two strong forts, and in the rear was a deep creek with a current too swift to cross. All these things had been devised to prevent escape by impressed seamen who had taken sick, and it had happened long before the British thought to bring Americans to this place.
Everything in this country seemed designed to keep the common people from going freely about. If this common man was a common seaman, that meant never going anywhere without a foot on his neck. There was plenty of that at Haslar, guards and orderlies whose interest in the sick was less than their interest in the lottery. The foot came down often, always followed by anger that became harm at the end of a club.
Israel did not think long of escape and never realistically. At Haslar, he lived with paralyzing fear. The dullness of the prisoner’s day was replaced by a terror that touched every act. Drawing breath was taking a chance on infection. Helping a mate who had been stricken was a bet that no one wanted to take and one the orderlies seldom made. Every wet breeze settled with a chill that might be imagined or might be the onset of the fever. It was a strange consuming fever that never varied in the way that it came on. It burned inside out, leaping from body to body, ruining by fire everything it touched.
There was no cure for smallpox, but Israel kept remembering that the disease had a lighter touch if it did not come down with full force. He knew he had been exposed to the pox when he was in the North Country of Vermont after he had run away from his home in Rhode Island when he was seventeen years old. He had trapped and farmed but never made enough money to matter. Later he had gone out with a British surveying party that traveled all the way up the Connecticut River to Canada. For that work he was well paid.
Israel had not taken the scourge in spite of the fact that the Indians were ravaged by it. The disease had been brought by traders who deliberately sold the Indians infected blankets. The savages, so hardy in most ways, took the smallpox in great numbers. Living in close quarters in big lodges, the disease spread like the plague it was. Whole villages were wiped out and tribes reduced to mere bands.
The people of the Washington were as dirty as Indians, they had been living in places darker and damper than any lodge, and for nearly six weeks they had been fed starvation fare. Nor did conditions improve by much at Haslar. They were put in two ward rooms sixty feet by twenty-five, piled together on heaps of straw, and given blankets last used by the dead. There they waited to be taken or be saved.
* * *
It took several days to examine the papers that were found on the brigantine Washington. As Wentworth shifted between Portsmouth and London on the business of the Crown and his own, it took even longer to realize the import of the documents. Among them were letters received and sent, the ship’s log, and reports by the British navy after the ship was brought to Boston. Most interesting was a diary that recounted every aspect of the cruise almost until the minute the vessel was captured by HMS Fowey. And all that did not account for the unspoken, which was often the most useful.
Wentworth was confident that what lay hidden would be as productive as the things he had discovered. The story that came together from converging documents was awesome in its clarity. The fate of the Washington owed nothing to happenstance. What had happened was inevitable—a tragedy.
Many of those circumstances had been determined by the man responsible for the ship. Captain Sion Martindale was in his mid-forties with hair that still rode his brow and a nose that was frankly predatory. He had the manner of a gentleman, well-spoken, educated, though dirt was black beneath his fingernails and the sockets of his eyes were as loose as the fit of his clothing. It was the look of starvation, though the passage toward it had been slow.
“Welcome, Captain. You may sit.”
Like a man who remembered luxury, Martindale brought his broad ass to the cane chair as if to a fine saddle. “You have the advantage of me, sir.”
“In several ways, yes. But if you must have a name, call me Winkler.”
He nodded graciously. “Mister Winkler.”
“We will come to know each other well in time, Captain.”
“In time?”
“There should be quite a lot of it, don’t you think, for a prisoner of the crown?”
He did not think so. “I’m the commanding officer of a vessel captured in battle. I expect to be treated as such.”
“Not as a rebel?”
“An enemy,” said Martindale angrily.
“Captured in battle?’ said Wentworth with generous sarcasm. “Captain, really. My information is that the Washington was run down in a forty-minute chase and surrendered without firing a shot.”
Martindale went into himself at a middle distance. This must be the point, guaranteed by Admiral Douglas, where aggression turned to surrender. It was the mark of a man who knew his limits but had never tested them. He spoke to that contradiction.
“On the surface, those are the circumstances of my capture,” said Martindale. “But there are explanations for what happened. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”
“I’m a patient man, Captain. You cooperated with Admiral Graves in Boston and Admiral Douglas here. I don’t see why you can’t do the same in this room.”
“I cooperated,” said Martindale bitterly. “Instead of being exchanged, my officers and I were sent here like trussed hogs.”
“You were not executed, however,” said Wentworth. “That was a possibility, given the crown’s attitude toward rebels.”
“I’d appreciate it if you did not issue threats,” said Martindale calmly. “We know you can’t execute American prisoners as long as British prisoners are held captive. Retaliation would follow.”
“So you’re a gambler.”
“Let’s say I know my countrymen.”
“These are the same people who sent you to sea in a ship that could have sunk before you boarded her.”
“Hardly, sir. We put to sea in good order.”
“To the wonder of everyone,” said Wentworth, sharing that opinion. “Did you know that Admiral Graves had planned to send your ship out for the purpose of luring other rebel vessels into capture?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“That was his plan, but the officer sent to examine your ship returned saying that she was in hopeless condition. He said that he would never venture so many lives in her.”
“Perhaps he was used to better.”
“Indeed. Admiral Graves was so disturbed that he sent his carpenters to survey your vessel. They submitted a report the likes of which I’ve never seen. Apparently, they had never examined any sailing ship in the condition of the Washington. There were holes everywhere, in the decks and ceilings, the masts were rotten, the cannon useless scrap. The admiral went to the ship himself. After a private viewing, he said that she exceeded every description of her badness. I could go on, but I’d like your opinion. Did you not notice these flaws?”
Martindale wanted to answer with spirit, but plainly did not how. “I noticed.”
“Did you not value your life and the lives of your men?”
“Of course.”
“But still you put to sea in the dangerous ship in late November, a season guaranteed to be treacherous in those northern waters. As in fact it was. Very treacherous.”
“We were forced to go to sea, sir. By order of General Washington.”
“Is he mad, too?”
“Desperate,” said Martindale. “The rebel cause is in serious want of nearly every item to make war. The list would start with ships and cannon, go on to gunpowder and small arms, but never stop. We went to sea in order to intercept British munitions ships. That was done, if you must know, by Captain Manley just before we departed.”
“Yes, I saw that, too,” said Wentworth, reaching to the documents on his desk for the Intelligence Report that drew on Martindale’s words. “Manley’s booty was taken to Cambridge Camp to Washington’s great delight. You also mention the exploits of a Colonel Arnold. He is the man who led the abortive assault on Quebec.”
“Yes, sir. I last saw him on the day his army set out from Cambridge for the north. Everyone knew that the expedition was doomed. Everyone save Colonel Arnold.”
“Is he stupid, then? Or simply carrying out stupid orders?”
“Colonel Arnold is not an ignorant man, sir. His intelligence is without peer in the rebel ranks.”
“Do you know him well, Captain?”
“Intimately,” said Martindale. “We’re cousins.”
“Yet your names are not the same.”
“I’m an Arnold on the distaff side,” said Martindale. “Thirty years ago, Colonel Arnold’s family removed to Connecticut. When the war began, he raised a company and marched to Boston. He led a force against Ticonderoga, which he captured. Afterward, he was given command of the expedition to Canada. And if his departure had not been delayed, he would have arrived in time to complete his mission.”
“You’re confident of that,” said Wentworth. “In spite of the fact that his men were routed before Quebec and Arnold wounded.”
“Nothing could stop Benedict Arnold save the haggling of politicians. He’s an impatient man, which makes him a great leader and a poor follower.”
“Prideful,” said Wentworth. “Impetuous. Approachable?”
Martindale flagged the last word like a life raft. “Colonel Arnold believes his destiny lies with the struggle for independence. He will believe it until the day he thinks his abilities go unrecognized. Or when he is cheated of his due in monies again.”
“Again?”
Martindale smiled. “When I saw the Colonel last, he was insulted because he had not been reimbursed for his expenses in taking Ticonderoga. Joseph Warren, president of Massachusetts government, authorized the expedition, but when he died in the battle outside Charlestown, Arnold’s support died with him.”
Wentworth put aside the Intelligence Report. “You’re saying they simply would not pay Arnold for his victory?”
“Money is a great problem with the rebels,” said Martindale. “They imagine they can find men of ability at any turn, and coin of the realm at none. One day the rebel Congress will know how much this has cost them.”
“I think you’re right, Captain. It will cost them dear.” Wentworth gave a heavy pause. “When next you see your cousin, be sure to tell him that the British government has no problems with recompense.”
“When I see him again?”
Wentworth shrugged. “Of course, much depends on your cooperation with this inquiry and the behavior of your men.”
“What more can I possibly do?” asked Martindale. “I told Admiral Douglas to take the ship’s people into His Majesty’s service. The Royal Navy is good at that.”
“These things will happen,” said Wentworth. “For the time being, the men have been taken to Haslar Hospital to prevent smallpox being spread among the fleet or the town.”
“Sir, I should like it very much if we were given better quarters and decent food.”
“I don’t object to that,” said Wentworth. “The frigate Greyhound is outfitting for a return to America. Quarters could be found on board for the moment.”
“For the moment?”
“Time is flexible, Captain. It’s possible that when the Greyhound leaves for America, she may carry additional passengers.”
“Myself,” said Martindale quickly. “My officers if possible.”
Wentworth nodded like an auctioneer. “I will take your request under consideration. We will continue this interview later with what I hope are satisfactory results.”
* * *
The pattern was always the same. One minute a man was well, walking about, and the next he had fallen into a blinding pit of sickness, his head split with pain and his back feeling as if it had been struck to depth with a knife. How many of the ship’s people went away clutching their backs and knowing that the pain would spread to the rest of their bodies? Chills and fever came afterward, turning the cheeks red and the gums a bright red, so they looked and felt as if they had descended into the flames of hell.
It happened over and again, always expected yet always shocking. One afternoon Israel was sitting on the bench in the Well Room, talking to John Vial about when the whorehouses had been torn down on Camp Hill in Providence, which seemed important in this place. David Stafford, one of the youngest of the ship’s people, looked on as he usually did, saying nothing but smiling with those wonderful teeth, when suddenly he slid off the stool onto his ass without putting out his hands. He accepted the new position as if it were reserved for him.
Israel bent down to his mate, yet not quite touching. “Are you all right, David?”
“Write my mother,” he said.
Within minutes, Stafford was gone to the Sick Room and the cycle they had come to know. The fever lasted two or three days—a fit of vomiting, delirium, and convulsions—before the cruelest part began. The fever left off completely, as if it had evacuated its body. The sick man then felt redemption. His mind cleared and his body renewed its power. It was at that time Wheeler Pierce had risen and gone to the scuttlebutt, thinking he was well.
As he had fallen at Israel’s feet, so did all the others when the second wave came on. The fever rose to incredible heights and terrible sores appeared. They arrived first in the throat, so that no food or drink could be taken. Quickly, the eruptions spread to the neck and face and back and arms and, finally, the legs.
The red blotches widened and filled with liquid, often covering the whole face in one scalding blister. It was almost impossible to swallow or see or sleep or do that simple thing without nightmares. For the duration, which might last weeks, a man became the most loathsome thing on earth. He reddened, he blackened as if burnt, he stunk like death itself.
No medicines were given by the orderlies except calomel, which did no harm or good. The windows in the Sick Room, which were kept open so the fevers might be slaked, served to kill men faster, and more quickly infect the well.
Three out of four of the ship’s people eventually took the pox and many died. Wheeler Pierce went first, two days into the hospital. Nathan Carr of Bristol and James Yorkee of Warren were next, gone in the first week.
It did not go unnoticed that the first of the sick were from Martindale’s regiment. With the future writ in mutilation and death, all the ship’s people, superstitious or not, searched out every sign. It was Black Sion’s plague, they said, and only the closest to him would fall.
Later, as the pox spread to William Burlingame and Stephen Waterman of Cranston, to the brothers Nebuchadnezer and William Tyler of Providence, to three of the Pennsylvania boys and two of the Massachusetts, all theories were discarded. No one trusted to anything but his god or his luck—and only until those failed.
Mad Job Hornley, as he was carried to the Sick Room, swore a curse on the earth and her people. “And you and you,” he said, looking at Israel and Vial. “You’ll die, yes, in bloody hell! Not me! Not Job of the Whirlwind! Clean sheets I’ll be getting! You’ve nothing! You’ll sit there until your mothers ransom you for a mess of afterbirth!”
They could still hear him ranting as the orderlies dragged him through the crimson door. “My wife’s fucking my apprentice. And she claims to know the business. I ask you—what does a broad-ass bitch know of privateering?”
He seemed to be saying that nothing made sense. Not the selection to the pox, or the recovery. Some of the strongest men left this world in less than a fortnight, while the weakest hung on to live.
Hornley went fast, but David Stafford, who seemed sure to die, rose from his deathbed to walk among them. All those who had taken the pox and recovered were changed. Scarred like the gibbous moon, they awoke to a world they thought they had departed. Some came back claiming that they had seen the face of the beyond, which was Light.
After two weeks, the worst of the scourge passed and new cases became fewer. For Israel, who seemed to have been spared, the waiting grew worse. Who could count himself out of danger? Who would be the last casualty in a world of failed luck?
* * *
For their second session, Wentworth had dressed the room in a congenial fashion with a basket of fruit and savories. Martindale indulged them, gorging on meat pies and pears with great pleasure. There was also a clay pipe and chest of Holland tobacco that the Rhode Islander took to as greedily. He had been deprived. His voyage across the Atlantic was made without the courtesies that might be shown to a captured shipmaster. Wentworth was happy to see that their renewal allowed Martindale to settle into his position as a sounding board for information with only the slightest pause.
“So it’s your opinion, Captain, that the Congress might entertain proposals to reunite with the mother country if the worst of their grievances were addressed.”
“Redressed, sir.”
“Yet every approach made to the rebels, no matter how discreet, has been rebuffed.”
Martindale’s smile seemed to preface confidentiality. “The rebels will not negotiate as long as they hold their own. General Howe has made no move to break the Siege of Boston. Until he does, it will seem to the rebels that they can work their will by force of arms.”
“Do they really think so?”
“They have no proof to the contrary.”
“Unlike yourself.”
Martindale grew wary at the sharp rejoinder. “It’s true that we’ve known British might. Likewise, we will know your mercy. I can tell you that what happens to the Washington will be closely watched in America, especially in Rhode Island.”
“I would think that the man for whom your ship was named might be interested as well. What kind of commander is this General Washington? Do you know him?”
“We met once, sir, and communicated through channels many times,” said Martindale, meaning to impress. “He’s tall with a commanding appearance that he does little to reinforce by his actions. He was not present for the battle outside Charlestown, or it might not have carried on so well. My opinion of the man is that his natural disposition is to be cautious, but that his instincts are overridden by political concerns. He’s under great pressure to move the war effort along more forcefully. If that were not so, I would have remained in port until my ship was fit for the sea.”
“The ship again,” said Wentworth, liking the reference. “I’ve thought about this many times, Captain, but still cannot imagine that you were able to suspend your good judgment and force that ship to do what it could not. That is, sail the sea. I’m sure many of your men were of that opinion before they left the harbor.”
“Of course. They may have been damned, but they were not blind.”
“So they loved their country, even when it was clear their country did not give a whistle for them.”
“That must be true.”
“Do you still think they share that opinion?”
Martindale approached his answer with more circumspection. “I think they wonder as I do, sir. What will His Majesty do to satisfy his honor? Will he seek justice—or revenge.”
“His Majesty does not seek revenge. He wishes that his subjects return to their place in his realm.” Wentworth paused for his example. “It would be encouraging if more of your officers followed the lead of your surgeon, John Manvide, and volunteered for the king’s service.”
That news seemed to give Martindale a start as he puffed at his pipe. It was rather large news—the first defection from his high command. “The surgeon is Canadian, Mister Winkler. If he wishes to see his family again, he must do so under your rule. The rest of us left all we hold dear behind rebel lines. We must return.”
Wentworth shrugged as if to say that he might understand. He was sure he did that without the least commitment. “Your surgeon is a sensible man. Competent, organized. Do you know that he kept a journal?”
“Yes,” said Martindale. “I saw him at it from time to time.”
“Did you remark the contents of the journal?”
“A man’s private thoughts, sir. Why would I intrude?”
“Exactly,” said Wentworth. “Yet the journal came into our hands, as did all the ship’s papers. It was only lately that we came to examine it. Even so we were daunted, because it is written in the most curious kind of French.”
“French Canadian, sir.”
“It should be called that,” said Wentworth. “The usage would not be recognized at King Louis’ court. But for my familiarity with the language, I could not have made it out.”
Wentworth rose from his chair and moved to the wicker basket near the single window. It was the same basket from which the bounty of tobacco, pies and cakes flowed, but this time he pulled a tan calfskin binder from it.
“You wouldn’t know, Captain, that Surgeon Manvide recorded every pertinent feature of your cruise in this French Canadian journal. Would you?”
Martindale did not want to answer. Plainly, he felt failure all around.
“You wouldn’t guess that he noted every aspect of your days at sea—the bad weather, your trials as you sought to evade His Majesty’s vessels in the bay. The one, very poor prize you took off Plymouth harbor. And last, the mutiny that brought your command to grief?”
Martindale said nothing.
“I understand your reticence in speaking of this matter. Believe me, I appreciate your position. But I should like to hear this event in your own words.”
When Martindale found his voice, it belonged to another, weaker man. “What do you want to know?”
“As much as possible,” said Wentworth. “How the affair began. What were your responses? And who was its leader?”
THE CENTAUR
The month of January passed before the smallpox ebbed and the men were shifted from Haslar Hospital. No more than thirty strong, they were put in barges and drawn into the road to a ship at anchor. She was big, a sixty-four gun or better, with three decks. The figurehead off the bow was a man-horse—the beast that was the vessel’s namesake.
She was called the Centaur. They would come to know that and many other things about her, or as much as they wanted to know of a guardship. The idea was simple. The vessel was moored at a fair distance offshore, stripped of her cannon, the gunports nailed down, and barricades put up at every hatchway, so no free passage ever took place. The man who escaped the barriers and guards still had a long swim to a foreign shore.
In the beginning no one knew what to expect. They could move in the bowels of the ship, if they remembered to stoop to the size of half a man. If they gagged on the air that smelled like piss, vomit and rotting flesh, they could take a breath of air at the small slits in the gunports, knowing that even the smell of the sea came back rank. The guards were the usual pieces of meat who wanted nothing more than to wale on the pieces of meat in their charge. Rations were set out—a two-thirds allowance of hard bread and salt pork, with water that kept its head without being shaken. And it was clear that behind the barricades a man could plot forever. He could scheme until he died.
“I was talking to that hairy thing over there,” said Vial, nodding toward a man with a full beard who sat against the bulkhead. “He’s an Irishman who was out one day in his boat angling for fish. Along comes one of His Majesty’s cruisers and it’s goodbye to all he ever knew. He was three years in the Royal Navy until he beat a man nearly to death in a tavern.”
“How long has he been here?”
“He says ten months. But he ain’t altogether sure.”
“Did you ask him how to get out of this place?”
Vial nodded without emphasis. “He says it’s been done. But if you get ashore, you got to make your way through a gauntlet of countrymen. There’s gangs around here that do nothing but hunt up deserters. And there’s a bounty put on every head to make it worthwhile.”
“Sounds promising.”
“It gets worse. He says there’s spies all over the place.”
“Spies?”
“Not the usual sort. Just regular folk who’d betray you for the smallest credit.” Vial looked at the group huddled in darkness—John Walker, David Stafford, and Israel. “He says there’s only one way out for us.”
That got everyone’s attention. Their heads suddenly bent low, poised to receive the knowledge. “He says they’ll keep us here for a taste of the life, and then offer us the chance to join His Majesty’s service.”
No one spoke. That was not a secret but a curse. Then Stafford, who had not borne up well after he walked away from the Sick Room, with bloody teeth that were dropping from his mouth one by one, put the question.
“If they give us the chance, John, would you join?”
“What are you thinking of, man?”
“I want to know the general opinion—that’s all—in case we’re asked.”
“You know what’s the worst punishment in the British army?” said Walker angrily. “It ain’t death. It’s the Royal Navy.”
“Besides,” said Vial. “You’d be fighting Americans.”
“To be fighting against Americans, you’d have to be over there,” said Stafford. “And if you were, you’d have a chance to escape. Here we’ve nothing.”
“You’ve got your manhood. Your self-respect.”
Stafford gave out a gentle red smile. “I’m afraid I ain’t got much of either left. It’s dribbling out with me teeth.”
Before they could start arguing about the size of their balls, or the lack, Israel spoke. “Listen. There’s no general opinion on a thing like this. Every man decides for himself. It might take more courage to go than stay. I won’t pass judgment on any man.”
Walker, who was the biggest man of the ship’s people, did his best to seem dismayed. “I never thought I’d hear you say something like that, Potter.”
“I’ll not take another man’s chance for survival away from him,” said Israel. “From now on, life is all we have.”
Israel knew he was right; but he did not realize how soon silence would change to something else. They lived two more days on the Centaur, careful of their schemes and more careful of the rats, before the Washington’s people were called on deck by an officer and told that they would be permitted to volunteer for the king’s service as their way out of prison.
Three of the Old Country men stepped forward. They disappeared at once into the British fleet. But the others held fast, refusing to serve against their own kind. It was a quiet bit of heroism that served no purpose, for not another day went by before the press began.
Over the next days the men of the Washington were called out and taken without being asked to volunteer. At first, the selection seemed random. The men were not called by number or place of birth. They were simply taken here and there.
But soon a pattern arose. The first batch were carpenters, a half-dozen. The second were coopers. Next went two caulkers. And three joiners. Then the gunners, five in number, though what they had learned of cannon on the Washington was a subject for debate.
When John Vial went with the gunners, Israel felt the loss keenly. Together they had waited among the last in Haslar for the smallpox to strike. That had joined them in a bond of survival. Burned out with the waiting, they shared every confidence that in their short lives they had acquired.
They were not so different. Vial had lost his parents and before he could come to anything like grief had been put out to a farm in Johnston. He could not say he was badly used by his foster parents, for they treated their natural children the same—like beasts of burden.
And when the beasts gave out—when the oxen died and the horses, too—there was nothing for it but to hitch the children to a plow and hope they could carve a decent furrow with their backs.
And they did. A man could do the work of a horse. He could even thrive in the traces, and when he reached the age of eighteen, he could imagine that nothing else would kill him. When the call went out, he could enlist with the militia, march to Boston, and sign on a privateer with the worst captain on the seven seas. He could swear his best friend, who was Israel Potter, to an oath that one of them—whoever found the means to survive—would see Martindale in his grave.
When Vial was led away, Israel felt the loss of some final link to home, like a drowning man who reached for a rope in the water and found it limp. Still the press went on. After the British exhausted the tradesmen and specialists, they settled for the farm boys who had served on board the Washington as raw sailors. Stafford went with that bunch, and John Walker, too, screaming that Martindale had sold them “like Joseph into Egypt!”
Israel thought so, too. Martindale and his officers had been removed to another ship at anchor. The idea that they might be exchanged while the men lived in rot weighed in Israel’s mind, and most of all, incredibly, because one day he found himself alone.
He did not realize it at once because of the piecemeal way the men were taken. Israel could not believe he was the only American left on board, and to disprove it, he made his way through the decks of the ship, staring into the faces of strangers. Only then did he know the truth. Israel Potter had been passed over. Of all the ship’s people, he had been held back for a separate and more uncertain fate.
At least it seemed that way until one day Israel was on deck for exercise. His group was being watched over by Portnoy, the meanest guard of the lot, a big-built thing with short legs who looked as if he had been made up on a lathe.
Israel saw Portnoy coming toward the group of prisoners gathered by the capstan. Hunching deep in his clothes against the raw wind, Israel turned his face to the sea. He did not look around until he felt the prod touch the small of his back.
“Here, you! Potter!”
Israel might have been surprised at the use of his name. He turned without raising his eyes and stared into the buttons of Portnoy’s warm red coat.
“Yes, sir.”
The buttons came closer, the stout prod resting against his shoulder. Then the buttons touched Israel’s nose as Portnoy stepped with both shoes onto Israel’s bare toes.
“I seen what you did, Potter.”
Israel said nothing. He had done nothing. The only thing about him that could give offense were the toes that were being crushed as Portnoy brought more and more of his weight onto them. Then Israel heard the violent hawk deep in the man’s throat and felt the cold spray as it passed his face. He heard the soft plop behind him.
“I seen you spit on this deck,” said Portnoy. “Vile rebel spit on His Majesty’s good oaken planks.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So you admit it,” said Portnoy cheerfully. “Well, now you’ll be cleaning up the mess. You’ll be on your hands and knees licking that spittle from the deck.”
Portnoy stepped away. Israel felt the release of the man’s weight like a slice of heaven, but before he could savor the absence of pain, Portnoy whipped the prod hard against his knees.
Israel went down on the deck, knowing that peeps of pain were escaping his mouth, and hating it; seeing the lump of spit before him, steaming on the cold deck.
He could lick it up. He could do it. Israel could swallow that spit and with it the last of his pride—the last in life.
But he did not, and because of it, the prod came down across the backs of his legs, sending waves of pain roaring through his old wound as if it were that end-of-the-world day at the hill outside Charlestown again.
“You can’t get a rebel to obey orders,” said Portnoy, as if talking to a crowd. “That’s just what a Yankee won’t do.”
Israel hunched up to take the blows he knew were coming, but he might have saved himself the bother. Portnoy was good at his work. He put the prod into the small of Israel’s back, and onto the soles of his feet, and then his calves, and while Israel was holding everything at once, gathered in a ball around his pain, the prod came down across the back of his neck, after which there was nothing.
* * *
He was at the hill again—the dense smoke, the screams, the fighting hand-to-hand. It was the nightmare—a lifetime nightmare—the moment when everyone knew the last of their powder was spent and they were at the mercy of the redcoats coming up the long slope with those ten-feet-long knives held out before them. Bayonets mounted on muskets were that long and more and the only thing they meant to do was seek flesh. They sought it in a moving wall from which there was no escape but a quick turn to the rear. It did not take long before most of the men in the bunker headed that way and only the fools and suicides stayed. One of those was Israel Potter.
He had always behaved stupidly—all his life and more stupidly as he grew older—but that day at the battle outside Charlestown he knew that he had done the stupidest thing of all, which was to donate his life to a cause. Bones might be set and bruises fade and cuts mend but blood could not be poured back into a ruptured body.
But again, as it had been before, the sides in the dream were confused. Israel, holding his own musket mounted with a bayonet, lunged at a sweating red-faced man and missed, the long blade of steel passing clear through the farmer’s coat. The man grasped the barrel of the long musket and brought his cutlass down on Israel’s head, shearing the hair away at the scalp. Israel heard the sound of his skull lifting, the soft parts of the earth roaring; he reached up and felt the skin and hair parted from his head. He screamed.
Yet when he awoke all was silence and darkness. Total darkness. He closed his eyes, saw the same, and reopened them again into nothing. The only thing that told him he was not in his grave was the aching in his head. It felt as if his scalp had been ripped off.
Other parts hurt, too—his legs and feet and especially his back—but when Israel tried to search out the bruises he found that he could not move his hands. They were trussed in heavy iron cuffs, as were his legs. He could barely move his body at all, for the irons were fastened to the bulkhead. He knew then where he was—in the forward hold aft of the bow—in the place called the Hole, and when he knew it, he moaned and cried aloud, “Oh, God.”
A response to his words came. Chains rattled in the darkness and a rasping voice said, “He ain’t here, lad. He don’t come down this far—not usually.”
“What?” said Israel. “Who are you?”
“Lyman Terwilliger at your service,” said the voice. “You slept past tea-time, where we might have been introduced.”
Israel was barely sure he was not dreaming. He still could not see anything in the darkness, though the man’s voice seemed close in back of him.
“My name’s Israel Potter. I’m an American.”
“Congratulations,” said Terwilliger. “We had a Turk in here the week before, but he didn’t last.”
“The week before,” said Israel. “How long have you been here?”
The cackle that came from the darkness gave Israel to know that he was sharing the space with a madman. It was meaty laughter, the kind that fed on flesh.
“I was born here, lad,” he said so close in Israel’s ear that the sound was like a thought. “In this very place. All that went before was but a dream. I had a wife. A darling child I could hold in the palm of my hand. I had good work at the candle factory in Chelsea. My own little button of a cottage. Then one day I was a-walking down by the dalles when a party of men came along and took me in the press. They knocked me on the head and put me on board the King George. Now, there’s some men that ain’t made for the sailing life, and that’s them that knows a better. I couldn’t stop believing in the things I’d had. It made me wild in my head to think of Marcy and the babe. I did some things. . . . Oh Lord, I did some things.”
The voice wisped off as it contemplated its sins before coming back with crazed vigor. “Have you ever pissed in the ear of a midshipman that was the third son of the Duke of Cumberland—and while he was sleeping? Have you ever done that, lad?”
“Not yet.”
“I don’t recommend it,” said Terwilliger. “The satisfaction lasts no more than the first few days here. Then you fall to wondering—What if I’d only pissed in his boots? He wouldn’t so much as have noticed. Hell, he might have tipped it back and drank it straight down, like he did everything else. But then, if he didn’t know, what would be the point?”
“Very little, it seems.”
“Aye,” said Terwilliger, like a seaman. “Everything’s got to have a point, don’t it? So what brings you to this place? What misdeeds have you owned?”
“None,” said Israel. “I did nothing.”
“Oh, that’s the worst to be sure,” he said. “Innocence is the very worst. It’s possible you’ll never be forgiven.”
That was the craziest thing Israel had ever heard, but regardless of the man’s strange way of speaking, and stranger way of thinking, Israel had to agree. He did not understand what he had done to be held back, beaten, and thrown into this place of darkness and insanity.
“Do they feed us here, Terwilliger?”
“Grandly,” he said. “A bit of biscuit and water every other day. But if you want to stay alive, you’d better be setting out your traps.”
“Traps?”
“You’ve got to sit up if you can,” he said. “It’ll take most of the day to get it done, but you can do it. Then I’ll tell you how to loop the chains round your cuffs. They come for your toes—always the toes. But it’s easy enough to catch them. You’ll see their eyes clearly. Even a rat has got to know what he’s chewing on.”
“Rats?”
“The meat ain’t half bad,” said Terwilliger in a voice that grinned its ghastly words. “But you have to promise a fair share. Whatever you get, I claim half.”
Israel did not answer the madman he still could not see. There was no purpose in it. He would not eat rat. He would die first in the stinking bowels of the Centaur.
“That’s good, lad. Be still. Quiet and still. You won’t see hide nor hair of them if you’re jabbering all the while.”
* * *
“So the mutineer survived?”
“Thus far,” said Wentworth. “The smallpox ran its course. He’s now in the process of examining his conscience.”
Martindale’s eyes moved around the small room within the large admiralty shed where they always met. “Is it like this examination, Mister Winkler?”
“Less pointed. We hope he comes through the process intact.”
Clearly, Martindale did not share that hope, though he struggled to disguise his feelings by swallowing a pastry cake. He still hated the man who had caused his ship to decline from a wretched sailing vessel to a stationary one. Called a mutiny, the event seemed in retrospect more like common sense. Of course it had been grossly embarrassing to the man who suffered the insurrection. These things were always a matter of perspective.
“I’m having difficulty understanding this man’s character,” said Wentworth. “You say he’s a Quaker, yet his behavior does not accord with my view of the sect.”
“I understand he was raised by Quakers but fell out with them,” said Martindale with uncharacteristic reticence. “His enlistment in the army proves something of the sort.”
“Patriotism,” said Wentworth. “Even when misplaced, it’s one of the more profound states-of-mind. It can, however, be redirected with the right preparation.”
“I’m amazed you think so.”
“I’m amazed that you don’t,” said Wentworth, tapping his pen on the inkstand in a rhythm. “A man’s first allegiance is to his king. You should appreciate that. We call the ship’s crew her people. The captain is the king of his people. If they disobey, it’s the king’s duty to sever their connection to the realm. You did not do that forcefully with this man. I must tell you that I fail to follow the logic of your actions.”
“I’m afraid you don’t really understand Americans,” said Martindale. “They consider mutiny as they do any vote.”
“So Israel Potter is an anomaly,” said Wentworth, appreciating the thought for the future. “He’s a Quaker with an aptitude for war. He’s a common soldier with a liking for insurrection. And a man of mean birth who has strong leadership skills. Do you agree with this assessment, Captain?”
“If I must.”
“Is there a point where you disagree?” asked Wentworth mildly. “Say, on the last item. His mean birth.”
Martindale shifted in his chair, like a man who favored his left buttock for his thinking. He did not usually do that. When he was uncomfortable, his hand moved to his brow, almost covering his right ear. It was a consistent tic that showed itself again. Now.
“The birth of Israel Potter is open to question, Mister Winkler.”
“That’s what I was told by your Surgeon Manvide. He further opined that he was not familiar with every detail of Israel Potter’s birth, but that you, Captain, were.”
Martindale no longer squirmed in the chair. As he had shown on several occasions, he resisted interrogation until found out. At that point, like an animal preferring death to torment, he opened his belly for the kill.
“If you could tell me exactly what you require, Mister Winkler—”
“I wish to know the name of Israel Potter’s father.”
Martindale consulted his demons as he stared into the corner of the room at the piss pot. Wentworth always kept it there should the need arise with the subjects he questioned. He had never considered it a source of inspiration until now.
“His father is Simeon Potter of Bristol,” said Martindale succinctly. “Although the child was born in Bristol to a young woman named Amey Ralph, he was put out to a Quaker family in Cranston to avoid embarrassing questions.”
“Captain, what you are saying in a roundabout way is that Simeon Potter, the father, was respectable enough to be embarrassed by the birth of a bastard child.”
“That would be true.”
“And Bristol is a small place.”
“Very.”
Where men could not help meeting in the street. Where they could not help sharing skills, shipmaster and merchant. Martindale had cut his answer short.
“Captain, how rich is Israel Potter’s natural father?”
“You could find out by asking any factor or correspondent who deals with the colonies from London,” said Martindale. “Simeon Potter of Bristol is an extremely wealthy man. None more so in the colony. Perhaps there are none in all the American colonies.”
“He’s a merchant?”
“A great one—and a manufacturer,” said Martindale. “On the eve of war, he was also the major general of the colony militia—its chief officer. He was a Representative to the General Assembly and Assistant to the Governor. Under his direction, the colony armed itself with gunpowder from the West Indies without alerting the authorities in Boston. In short, the man is a genius of misdirection and subterfuge.”
Useful qualities, though there was some question if they could be passed on through blood. Wentworth was willing to guess in the affirmative, but the behavior of Israel Potter on board Martindale’s ship seemed to have been straightforward.
“Captain, I notice that you use the past tense in referring to Simeon Potter of Bristol. When did the man die?”
“On the day the British troops marched out of Boston to the towns of Lexington and Concord,” said Martindale. “The day the war began. Word of the slaughter reached Rhode Island quickly, but no colony troops were sent to help. Indeed, Simeon Potter declared that he received a letter from the general of the Massachusetts militia saying that no troops were needed.”
“To confront the British army? No troops?”
“That’s what was said.” Martindale nodded slowly. “That’s not what was believed.”
“So you’re telling me that Simeon Potter is still alive?”
“Barely,” said Martindale.
“We must assume he’s not in good odor. At any rate, not in his home village.”
“That is a correct assumption, Mister Winkler. He might be welcome at King George’s court, but I’m afraid he finds the distance a bother.”
“For the moment,” said Wentworth. “But there will come a time when Simeon Potter will again be the chief personage of Bristol. His son will be his heir.”
“As I understand their relationship, recognition is not likely, nor is it sought. The hatred between them is consuming.”
“At the moment,” said Wentworth. “But events often determine our fate regardless of how we understand their momentum.”
“I don’t quite grasp that, Mister Winkler.”
“Nor are you required to, Captain. All you need keep in mind is that the Greyhound has a sailing date. If she is aptly named, I expect you will be home before the month is out.”
* * *
Israel ate nothing for two days due to the nausea the blow on the head caused, but on the third day, or thereabout, he awoke from a dispossessed sleep with a hunger that tormented his mind as much as the fleas and lice tormented his body.
It was then that he listened again to Terwilliger’s instructions for trapping rat, and, yes, it was best with the blood and juices hot upon the tongue, fresh-killed, with the eyes still open and bulging from the head as the chain had squeezed the life from it, squealing and thrashing and refusing to join the great cycle of life.
After that, it was not a case of preference but supply, for there were not enough rats to matter, and what there were seemed wary of the boneyard of their brothers. Israel never got his second kill. He lay in the dark silence, wishing them to him, but they did not come. It was not long before he found himself praying for the sight of those small eyes in the darkness, and about the time he did—on the seventh day, he thought—the hatch lifted and a guard, who was not Portnoy, relieved him of his irons.
Israel got his first look at Terwilliger then. What he saw was a man in black rags with a fierce white beard. He might have been thirty, fifty, or eighty. Perhaps he had a wife and child at home, or perhaps they were decades in the grave.
The guard took Israel, whose eyes were scalded by daylight, to the main deck. There, he was given a knuckle of pig to eat and a bucket of water to wash in. He was also given a new suit of clothes, for his old ones were foul with bodily waste and every manner of vermin. The guard, as if he could not stand the sight, took the clothing away immediately.
Although nothing about the Centaur seemed to have changed in a week, Portsmouth road was a different place. At anchor lay many more ships. Three were transports with a great number of men in uniform on deck. Israel’s guard volunteered the information that they were German troops headed for America to fight for the king.
Israel accepted the information with more impact than he imagined. He wondered if such a powerful force could fail in its aim, which was the defeat of the rebel army, given time. The six month war that everyone expected might stretch out endlessly—and to the wrong conclusion. Seeing these new pieces of King George’s war machine moved Israel to a despondence that he had not felt even in the Hole. Something went out of him and did not return.
The man in the suit of brown clothing seemed to know that. Seated in the captain’s chair in the captain’s cabin of the Centaur, he seemed like an odd sort to have fallen into a war. He wore no uniform and would have looked unlikely in one. His face was more planetary in design than most, and his short nose gave him an aspect that was neutral when it was not mercantile. Only the ready stare of the brown eyes distinguished him. They made him more like what he had seen—and that was plenty. This was a mild-looking man of inner iron.
“Israel Ralph Potter.”
“Aye, sir.”
“You do not have to present yourself like that before me,” said the man in a voice that would have been friendly had it not been so flat. “Stand easy.”
Israel stood down. He put his hands behind his back and felt the stiff clean seat of his trousers. It was as if he had grasped the ledge of life.
“My name is Winston,” he said as if he cared that Israel knew. “I have a proposition to put before you. It will involve a decision on your part. An important decision. Indeed, it will require a change in your affiliations.”
Israel grasped the meaning of the man’s words immediately. “You want me to serve the king, Mister Winston.”
He nodded as if pleased by directness. “Yes. As do we all.”
“If you want me to join, sir, why ask? It’s easy enough to take me, as you’ve done with the others.”
“I do not want to take you, Israel Potter. No. That would not do at all.”
Israel had the feeling he was going to find out why he had been beaten and starved, but that it would not happen quickly. The groveling would go on for a while.
“I don’t understand, sir.”
“We must understand each other completely. That is necessary.” Winston reached to the desk beside him. He took up a calfskin binder and opened it. “You were born in the colony of Rhode Island about the year 1754, the son of a single woman.”
Winston stopped as if awaiting a response. Israel said nothing, for as many times as that fact came up in his face, he had never learned to control his reaction. It was worst when he did not expect it and could not keep anger from his voice.
“Yes,” he said. “I am a bastard.”
Winston looked up from his binder. “You should not take offense at this procedure,” he said flatly. “It is not my wish to degrade your feelings, but to realize all pertinent information.” He rubbed his short chin with his thumb. “Would it help to know that I was born to the same condition?”
Strangely, it did. From the depth of embarrassment an equally strong emotion arose. No, stronger. Israel felt a gathering of sympathy that traveled like a magnet toward this iron man. He could not stop it.
“You, sir?”
“The way is harder for men like us,” he said with emphasis. “We lack many advantages. I was raised in the house of an aunt, along with six of her children. When I was eight years old, I was apprenticed to a shopkeeper in whose house I stayed. Later, I ran away to work for a sugar merchant, who lodged me in one of his bins. Needless to say, I was never happy in these . . . affiliations. I suppose I was looking for the stability I had never known from a father. When I found it at last, I did not let go.”
Israel could not say that he was unaffected by the man’s words. Winston had spoken without condescension, and without passion, about a matter at the core.
“Where did you find your refuge, sir?”
“With the king. He is a father to us all.”
Saying that, Winston looked again into his binder. “You went to war in the spring of 1775, and after a time in the rebel camps outside Boston, you enlisted on board the brigantine Washington. While at sea on a cruise, you led a mutiny against the captain—one that was successful for a time.”
“I was not the leader. There were seventy men on that ship who knew their minds.”
“That is not my information,” said Winston. “You were the leader in a revolt against an illegal arm of rebel governance. You must know this interests me. Please understand that you have no reason to be modest.”
“Very well, sir.”
“Then you were the leader of this insurrection.”
“If it pleases you.”
“It does,” said Winston. “Properly directed, your ability for leadership could serve the interests of the crown. It could serve your own interests as well.”
“Mine, sir?”
“Achievement in the king’s service is rewarded, as I can attest.” Winston looked frankly at Israel. “Were you to perform as I believe you can, your fortune would be assured.”
“But to make my fortune I’d have to serve against my country.”
Winston winced as if at defective logic. “You will be asked to do nothing against your country, Israel Potter. The king will do nothing against your country. When hostilities are concluded, he will hang the leaders of the rebellion. That is all.”
“Are you so confident, sir, that the king will win?”
Winston held up his nose as if rooting in the air for an answer. “Look around you,” he said. “Do you not see the troops that have arrived—the ships fitting out—and these but a fraction of the whole? The Royal Navy patrols the world. Our interests are everywhere. In America. The two Indies. Africa. There can be no question of losing when so much is at stake, not only on your continent, but everywhere on earth. His Majesty will bend every resource until the rebellion is put down. He cannot do otherwise.”
“So the king will buy enough soldiers to win,” said Israel.
“His Majesty will do what he must.”
“And that includes buying a common seaman.”
“Do not demean yourself,” said Winston. “You are an uncommon man of uncommon blood. Your father is a wealthy merchant. That he has not recognized you will be his mistake. I guarantee that if your father wishes to keep any portion of his wealth he will upon restoration of the king’s government name you as his heir.”
Israel did not know what surprised him more: that this man knew his history or that the source of his information was revealed. Until now, the facts in the calfskin binder had been available to many men on board the Washington—any of whom might have informed. But only one man knew Israel’s parents.
“You’ve been talking to Captain Martindale.”
Winston did not want to say. As if found out, he closed the binder. “The captain is not relevant to our discussion.”
“Why? Because he’s gone?”
“Because he has done his part,” said Winston. “The king rewards cooperation.”
“So Martindale’s being sent home.”
“That may be.”
That was, thought Israel. He now knew how the press had chosen the men by occupation so they might be fed into the fleet. The only thing he did not know was what Martindale told them Israel Potter could do. He was not a cooper or joiner or carpenter but a—
“Captain Martindale told you I was disloyal. A spy in his midst.”
For the first time, Winston smiled, as if pleased that his recruit could think. “In a manner of speaking, yes. He said that you had sent a letter to General Greene complaining of the deficiencies of the ship. Unfortunately, you did not know that a letter could be intercepted.”
Israel did not know if the letter would have altered his destiny, but his family and the family of General Greene shared a connection. Instead of terminating the cruise of the Washington, Israel had been locked in a cell until the ship left Plymouth.
“I believe I understand what you want,” said Israel. “You’re looking for a spy.”
“That’s the idea in general, yes.”
And a dirty bloody sketch of a life it was. Israel’s anger rose out of the darkness of the preceding week. “I wonder, sir, if the captain also told you I was at the battle outside Charlestown? Did he tell you that I killed more than one Englishmen? Hell, I’m a good shot. I might have killed a score. Two score. I don’t know how many.”
Winston heard the disclaimer with patience. “I can’t imagine that courage should be a disqualification to the work. You fought for what you were told was an honest cause. You’re guilty of being nothing more than a pawn.”
This man knew how to say things that were more than they seemed. The sentiment touched a part of Israel that was usually buried in the past. He was not much more than a throwaway piece in a larger game, nor had he ever been.
“I’ve sometimes felt that way myself,” he said. “I often dream of the battle on the hill—Breed’s Hill—and I find myself on different sides.”
“There is prescience in dreams,” said Winston.
“And they are telling me that I should be a traitor.”
“A loyalist.”
“And if I refuse?”
Winston said nothing, but rose to his feet and moved to address a wicker basket that lay by the desk. With a walking stick that bore a lion’s head, he tipped open the basket and held back the lid. Inside the basket, lying on clean linen, were the clothes that Israel had worn in the Hole.
He was shaken by the sight. The clothes were blackened, torn and wet. He fancied that he saw tiny vermin dancing on the immaculate white cloth, though he knew he could not really see them. And he knew the clothes stood for much more than themselves.
“If you refuse,” said Winston, “you will leave this cabin, put on those clothes again, and return to a rebel’s fate.”
Israel understood it all now—the violence, the Hole. Was any of it real except death? Was it possible for him to stand against the will of a king for whom failure was no option.
“It seems I have little choice.”
With the lion-headed cane, Winston closed the lid of the basket. “You may refuse, but think of the alternative. You will work for me here in England. I promise I will never disregard any communication I receive from you. Your work will be respected and rewarded. When it is done, you will return to America and one of its richest estates.”
Israel thought of riches—gold and gems—but only as many as could fit in the wicker basket. When would his imagination learn to take in more than what was before his eyes? When would he learn to see beyond the horizon?
“You say I would work in England, Mister Winston?”
“That is my promise.”
“Never to be disregarded.”
“You have my word.”
“Very well,” said Israel, who felt he had finally gone beyond the wicker basket. “But if I join you, it will be on one condition.”
The man in brown did not hesitate. “What do you need?”
“Martindale,” said Israel. “He must not be exchanged.”
Winston studied his subject as if measuring the quality of revenge and how it might be applied. “I sent your captain on board the frigate Greyhound and promised him that he would receive the king’s pardon. Now it seems he must have yours as well.”
“He will never have that.”
Fondling the head of his cane, working his thumb around the graven image of the lion, Winston, as if he might be more than curious, asked, “Do you hate him so much?”
“I want him to suffer for his sins.”
A frown showed that Winston did not like his dilemma. “Perhaps we could set out a compromise. Captain Martindale may be returned home, but only after he serves a length of time in Halifax gaol. That would satisfy my honor. Would it satisfy your desires?”
“As long as he’s put in a dark hole.”
Winston nodded decisively, like a clerk arrived at a sum. “I will see to it.”
PART TWO:
FRIEND RALPH
ABEL
“And thou come from Rhode Island?”
“Yes, Abel. From the Meshanticut Meeting at Oaklawn.”
Israel knew he was on safe ground. Abel Perless, the man who had appeared at the dock to collect money for the prisoners, had no way of refuting his words short of a three-month letter to America. It would be as Winston said—easy.
“How go the Friends of Meshanticut?”
“Not well, Friend Abel. These are troublesome times in America. Friends come under criticism if they hold steadfast to the Way. The Providence area is a hotbed of patriotic feeling. There is pressure on all the young men to enlist in the cause of independence. To make war.”
Abel moved his noble white head in acknowledgment. “It is always imagined that our path is safe and painless, where in truth it is the most difficult. When all about us clamor for blood, only the principled Man of Unity can resist. He knows in his heart that God hates war, and that He has enjoined us—His people—to uphold Him.”
Israel felt comfortable with those words, which he had heard many times from his grandfather. John Potter had been a bulwark of the Rhode Island Friends, “laboring,” as they put it, with his neighbors as they tried to follow the path of God along the western shore of Narragansett Bay. John Potter and Nathanael Greene, the father of the general, controlled the Western Shore Friends.
The only thing they could not control were their families. The general had broken with his as had Israel with his on the eve of the revolution. Truly, the Quaker Way was an easy path to follow until it became impossible. The life of a spy was different in that it had to be believable only for the moment.
“Thy words give me encouragement, Abel. I have been called a coward and a traitor. I have been spat upon in the streets of my home. My name is reviled by all I have known, save those of the meeting. It is difficult to bear.”
“Bear it,” said Abel in a deep tremulous voice. “It is the Way and it will sustain thee. Come to meeting tomorrow. Take courage from Friends.”
“I thank thee,” said Israel, shuddering inwardly. “I’m sure it will be a great help.”
“Speak to our Friends of thy mission, Ralph. They will be eager to hear thy words. Tell them how thou didst receive the call to go across the broad sea to an alien land for the relief of victims of war.”
“I would be glad to,” said Israel. “And I will be thankful for any help I am offered as I thresh with the world.”
It was not easy for an outsider to counterfeit himself as a Quaker. There were words and phrases, and the ways they were spoken, that only a Friend could give. The command to “thresh with the world” was the highest in the Quaker faith. It meant that the voice of God had called Israel to His work. Actually, it had been Winston’s, but that was close enough.
“So few receive the call these days,” said Abel mournfully. “In Portsmouth town, which depends upon its service to the war machine for its bread, Friends often bend their conscience to their purse. We live off the ships, directly or indirectly. We thrive with dread war. There is threshing aplenty to do in this place, Ralph.”
“And many prisoners to tend.”
“Yes.” Abel bowed his head under the self-imposed weight of his work. “In everyday times the plight of the unfortunate is consuming, but in these latter days we have many more to comfort. Already Americans are coming in off captured ships. They want for every item toward the maintenance of body and soul. The worst are those whom we are never permitted to see. They suffer greatly in Forton Prison.”
“I have heard it is a miserable place,” said Israel. “But I have never seen it.”
“The gates of hell are always well guarded,” said Abel. “We have not been permitted inside to work with the prisoners. Many times I have petitioned the authorities to cross that line, and many times was I refused. But strangely, that monstrous cruelty changed today. This morning early, I received a letter from the admiralty granting me leave to enter the grounds.”
Israel was glad that Abel did not think the appearance of the letter and his arrival on the same day were too convenient. Winston had said not to worry—the old fool would never connect God with Lord Sandwich. And it seemed Winston was right again.
“Will thou go today, Abel?”
“Yes, Ralph. Indeed, I should have departed already.”
“Is it far—Forton Prison?”
“Some distance,” he said wearily but undaunted. “I must leave soon if I wish a thorough accounting. I would have left already, and not enjoyed thy visit, if my nephew Oliver were steadfast by my side.”
Oliver was the young boy that Israel had seen at the docks on the first day collecting money for the people of the Washington. He was not present today because Winston had said he would not be for the sake of the “operation.”
“He must have been detained on important business.”
“Without word to me?” Abel shrugged his crooked shoulders. “No, Ralph. I am afraid he is detained less by any business than by the wayward nature of his youth. In the opposite manner am I hampered. The realities of old age are as stubborn as the dreams of the young. I need his stout limbs.”
“May I offer myself in his place, Abel?”
The old man gave a look of prodigious thanks. “It would be a great favor to me,” he said. “And a burden to thee, Ralph.”
“Not at all,” said Israel. “It is no less than my mission.”
* * *
Forton Prison lay in the town of Gosport across the harbor from Portsmouth. Israel and Friend Abel took a ferry from the South Jetty, one of twenty boats that plied those waters, and landed near Gosport Green, where they hired a buggy for the remainder of the journey. And a bad bumpy ride it was with Trecothick at the whip. He was one of Winston’s men, a big box-headed brute who would not know a horse from a bull pup if it appeared in his supper. Nor would he be the only man covering their route.
Israel was used to the method. Winston’s favorite word was “manage.” Almost anything, including most people, could be managed. So if it was known that a man must hire a buggy from Gosport to Forton, with a little effort a conveyance could be provided. His Majesty might not even suffer in his purse, since the subject to be managed must still pay his driver.
Abel did pay handsomely when they reached the prison. Trecothick bowed and held his cap to his chest. He winked only once at Israel, and only after the old man had turned his back and began to make his way toward the entrance to the yard.
Israel followed. On either side of the broad space enclosed with eight-foot pickets were two spacious buildings, as if Forton, like Haslar, had been built from a template. That might be true. Israel had been told that Forton was once intended as a seaman’s hospital, but like so many other things its use was diverted to war.
They spent a few minutes waiting at the guardhouse, for the man on duty could not read the letter from the admiralty. He sent it on to the next in line, who sent it further, until at last a man in authority came rumbling from a cottage on the grounds toward the gate.
Israel thought that had never seen a human being move in such a peculiar fashion, sideways going forward, and low toward the ground. His posture spoke of advancing age, as did the wattles of flesh on his face and neck. His large wayward nose and mouth like a battered purse were of every bad era.
“The warden,” said Abel. “He is called The Crab.”
The name, Israel found out, had as much to do with his disposition as his looks. Waving Abel’s letter before him, the warden railed in a high strained voice. “Damn you, Perless! You’d give aid and comfort to those who drink the blood of your children. That’s if you could sire anything like a human being from those useless loins. I don’t know where this order came from, but you’d better make the most of it, for I’ll see that none will follow.”
“We thank thee, Friend, for honoring this obligation.”
“You rat-trapped old fool,” said The Crab, blowing flecks of spit from the corners of his mouth. “I’ll want an accounting of every penny you distribute to these prisoners!”
“Thou will have it, Friend.”
“I’ll have it—or I’ll have you!” he said. “And don’t, by my troth, call me your friend, you worthless Aminadab!”
With that final curse on Quakers, The Crab returned to his house, two steps aside and three forward, as if he could go nowhere directly. Soon after he disappeared within the building, the guard admitted Abel and Israel by the front gate, which was a man-thick sheet of wood strung by hinges and thongs between the pickets.
The yard they entered was a large space where men gathered around an open shed in the center. Some were seated on benches, for the day was warm. All were prisoners, and most were the usual run of Terwilligers looking for boots to piss in. The Americans were easy to pick out. Israel soon found out that they were almost all off a captured vessel out of Fairfield in Connecticut—a whaler called the Polly Whistle. He found out even quicker how unhappy they were in Forton Prison.
Israel wondered about their spirits, for no work was harder than a whaler. After he had come back from the North Country to Rhode Island, Israel had gone to sea in a sloop carrying oaken staves and stone lime. When the lime burned after it found water on their ship, they abandoned the Elizabeth for the open sea. Rescued by a Dutch ship and taken into the West Indies, Israel caught a slow ride home on board a whaler. He would never do that again, even if threatened with life in the Hole.
The people of the Polly Whistle were better off in Forton. To Israel’s surprise, he was accepted for what he was—a visiting American Quaker—without harsh words. The same men who would have reproved him on their native ground welcomed him when a hand was on their back. Again, it was as Winston had said. The best disguise was the one that required the least alteration. Ideally, all that was changed were a man’s affiliations.
Even these were not tested, for Israel quickly diverted the crew by introducing them to Abel. The old Friend called them his “children,” which they bore, and bestowed on each prisoner the sum of two shillings three pence, which they received gratefully. Israel kept track of the money laid out, keeping it close in the head that had always been good with figures.
“Forty-three shillings nine pence,” he said when the disbursement was finished, the thanks given, and Abel had sat down to rest on one of the benches under the shed. “Less the bribe thou tendered the guard.”
“We must have a full accounting not only for the warden,” said Abel. “It must also be kept for the subscription.”
“Subscription?”
“Many people in England have donated money to the cause of relief,” said Abel with pride. “Some have gone deep into their purse.”
“I hadn’t known that so many here were sympathetic with the American cause,” said Israel. “Who are these people?”
“They arise in all walks of life,” said Abel, as if they were the walking dead. “Of course, their names are held in the strictest confidence.”
“I understand,” said Israel. “There would be pressure on them from the ministry.”
“We have come to a sorry pass, Ralph, when charity must be meted out in secret, lest good men suffer for their generosity.”
“It must be hard for thee, Abel, not to render thanks to those who have given.”
“They know the good they have done, Ralph. Perhaps that is enough.”
“Yet I think there will be a need to contact them now more than ever, Abel. What with the declaration and all.”
“Declaration?”
“The American colonies have declared their independence,” said Israel, calculating time and distance so he would reveal nothing of his sources. “It happened the same week I departed America. The fourth day of the seventh month, I believe.”
Abel mulled this news, counting the units of time in numbers, instead of the pagan names of the days and months, as Friends did. “If what thou say is true, Ralph, our work will become harder. So much of our support derives from those who wish a swift reconciliation with the colonies. If that possibility is foresworn, we shall find ourselves truly alone as we labor in the vineyards of the Lord.”
“Alone but for Friends, Abel. Surely they make up the great portion of subscribers.”
“Our support comes from many quarters, Ralph. From people and places thou would not imagine.”
“Then these people should be contacted before the news is widely known,” said Israel very carefully. “I would be happy to assist in that task.”
The old man smiled in his maddeningly angelic way, as if he had gathered back full strength. “I thank thee, Ralph. But we have our own methods of threshing in England. The Lord works in mysterious ways.”
So even the good were not stupid, and if a list of subscribers existed, as Winston said it must, it would remain hidden for the nonce. Israel felt he had gotten all he was going to have from the old man. He was ready to start back to town and the Inn of the Spotted Dog, when one of the guards from the watchhouse made his way to them.
“You’re wanted inside,” he said; but before Abel could rise to his feet, the guard made a correction. “Not you, old fart. The Yank. We’ve a problem with one of his.”
Israel could imagine there were many, as not long ago he had been one; but he found it hard to believe that any of the Polly Whistle’s boys would create a fuss with coin in hand for the first time since they were taken. Perplexed, he followed the guard across the wide yard to the northernmost building.
The first floor of this large structure was reserved for the lords of Forton—the guards and cooks. The upper floors held the inmates. Israel saw as he passed that most of the prisoners were kept in an open room two hundred feet long and forty wide with double rows of posts from which hammocks hung. Scattered about were scraps of bedding—rugs and pillows and straw mattresses—but on balance the worst of Forton did not look bad. At its worst it seemed equal to the best of the guardship Centaur.
Yet there were always special places in any prison, little horrors reserved for stubborn men. In Forton, one of those could be found at the very top of the building, up past the third floor and close to the roof. The door to the room was bolted tight. The bolt was at a level where the guard had to kneel to open it. When he did, the blast of heat that escaped put the lie to the notion that hell was always beneath a man’s feet. The hottest place on a warm day was a small enclosed space directly under the eaves of the building.
Israel got some idea of the foulness of the air when the guard moved aside and the smell rushed from the room. These things could be gotten used to, but the first breath brought bile into the back of the throat. Having to bend over double and sideways, crouching through the door into the wedge-shaped room, piercing the ferocious heat, was a test of manhood as it resided in the stomach.
At first Israel saw nothing, for there were no windows. Yet so near the sky some speck of light could always be found, and slowly he began to gather the shapes of three men from the feeble glow that simmered along the eaves and the joints of the big chimney.
“That’s your’n,” said the guard crouched outside the door. “The one on the right. The runner. Tell him to behave himself—or his mother don’t have no son.”
“You can’t make me eat,” said the voice from the darkness. “I’ll die if I want.”
Israel moved toward the sound of those desperate words, losing his vision again as the sweat that had collected on his brow fell free suddenly. When he wiped it away with the heels of his hands, he found he could see well enough, if that was what he wanted.
The man who lay on lousy straw with his back to the chimney was better for being hidden. His clothing had been ripped to pieces—not worn to homely shreds but torn asunder. On his legs were gashes that came from being mauled—and the same on his arms. He might have been beaten, too, but it was hard to tell. The light was not good and the man’s face had been worked ragged by smallpox. Israel looked into that face, seeing nothing but the scars of that monstrous disease, when the mouth that was the only perfect thing in it spoke.
“Potter,” it said. “Israel Potter.”
Still he did not know the man behind the tortured mask. He was struck, instead, by the fear that came with being uncovered in his new life.
“Who are you, man?”
“You don’t know your friends?” asked the voice. “Your shipmates?”
Suddenly Israel put memory to the face and voice and almost found a name. This was one of the Washington’s people. He had been in Varnum’s Regiment, like Israel, and had survived smallpox to be taken into the king’s service.
“It’s Weaver,” said the voice with reproach. “Weaver Bennet of East Greenwich.”
“My God.”
Israel had spoken grossly, with clumsy surprise, for he remembered Bennet now. He had been a handsome young man gone off to war with the Kentish Guards, the spit-and-polish unit that rejected Nathanael Greene as an officer because of his limp. Bennet had been of that ilk, proper, well-groomed, thinking himself a grenadier. Now, with his face like an apple pared and cored, his clothing and body slashed and pummeled, it was doubtful that his lover or his dog would have known him.
“If God’s got something to do with this, I curse His name,” said Bennet. “They put me up here to break me, but I won’t give them that. I’ll buy my way from hell into heaven. Saunders over there got his release last night.”
Israel looked to his left and the figure slumped with his head between his knees. He might have been dead, because the smell could not have been worse in life. He too had badly torn clothes. And there was a dent in the middle of his head like a cake that had fallen.
“What happened to you, Weaver?”
“I tried to get free,” he said in a voice that was weak but angry. “Ezekiel Saunders and me. You remember him, don’t you?”
Israel said yes, for he recalled that Saunders had been one of the Washington’s people, another of those who survived Haslar.
“They put us on board the Royal Oak, and we was two months on board before we got off into the country. A fortnight past they caught us up and brought us here. We knew we was going back into the fleet, if only to be flogged to death, so we made another try. We went over the pickets two nights ago. It was easy, and maybe we were thinking it would all be easy. We didn’t know of the country people hereabout. They get two pounds for the prisoners they bring in—dead or alive. I never seen great dogs like they have, or so many people coming in so many ways with clubs in their hands. They use them, the clubs and the dogs, freely.”
Israel could have said he did not know that; he could have said, honestly, that he had never seen the results; but the only thing he knew was that his heart lied.
“We’ll get you medical attention,” he said. “I’ll talk to the guards.”
“You can do that?” said Bennet. “You?”
“I’m working with Quaker relief in England,” said Israel quickly. “The authorities sometimes do what we ask.”
“Relief,” said Bennet. “You’re talking crazy. Do you know what they’ll do if they catch you, Potter? Look at me, and imagine worse if you can.”
“I’ll be all right,” he said.
“All right?” said Bennet. “They’ll cut off your balls and feed them to The Crab if they know you’re an American prisoner on the loose.”
Israel could feel his identity slipping away, as if it were sweat. “I managed to get free, too,” he said, his speech stumbling. “I hid out with the preacher who collected money for us in Portsmouth. Now I’m helping him. They won’t touch the servant of a man of God.”
Israel could tell that Bennet received his words with less than staunch belief. His voice grew demanding. “You stayed in England when you could have gotten away safe to home?”
“Yes.”
“And I’m to believe that?”
Israel did not answer, for he saw the turning in Bennet’s eyes, the movement that would bring in its joining the truth. When Bennet groaned as if the dogs and clubs were on him again, he had closed the circle. He moved his head away and whined as if in pain, snapping back to Israel in a sharp pitiful voice.
“I knew Martindale sold us like chattel, and I heard Manvide joined the service of his own mind, but I never thought they could tempt Israel Potter. He was the bravest rebel I ever met. The truest. What did they offer him, the crown of the empire and its jewels? Tell me, man, before my heart breaks without knowing.”
Israel said nothing.
“Turncoat!” said Bennet, spewing the words caked with sweat. “Traitor!”
* * *
“You seem shaken, Ralph. Disturbed.”
If Israel’s emotions showed, it was because he could not hide them. When he left the room at the top of Forton Prison, he vomited the food that he had eaten in the last day at the feet of the guard. That man laughed, thinking the smell of human rot too much for a Quaker. That was how Israel “managed” the situation he could still taste in his mouth.
“I’m thinking, Abel, perhaps I am not the man for this work.”
“Seek the Inward Light, Ralph. Understand that thou must always be the man God wills thee to be.”
Right now, that light told Israel to get the hell out of this place, away from Abel, Winston and England. He noted that the driver of the cart was not Trecothick but another who knew his horse. He hardly jiggered the reins, letting the animal find his way back to Gosport. That might mean Israel was clear—that Winston’s hand had been taken from his neck.
But he could never be sure. The second night after he left the Centaur Israel made a brief turn to escape. He left the inn where he was staying and passed up the back street to a tavern, which he exited over the garden wall. When he was in the alley, walking fast, almost running, he turned the corner to see Trecothick standing by a privet hedge. From the other end of the alley another man came walking. So Israel returned to the inn, followed by a small but interested crowd. He got back into bed and thought no more of freedom.
Nor was his attempt at escape mentioned by anyone, as if it were beneath notice. It would be that way now. Perhaps not the driver of the cart but another along the way. The man on horseback who kept fifty yards to the rear. One or all three of the soldiers walking the towpath, unremarkable in a garrison town where there were so many servants of the king. So it seemed that all Israel could do was work within the rules.
“I was affected by the man I saw upstairs,” said Israel. “I think he will die soon unless he receives proper care.”
Abel nodded his head like the lurch of the old mare pulling them. “I cannot promise a good result, Ralph, but I will petition the warden. Tell me, what is the man’s name?”
“Weaver Bennet, of East Greenwich, Rhode Island.”
“Rhode Island,” said Abel. “That is thy home, is it not?”
“Yes.”
“I begin to understand, Ralph. You know this man’s people. That is why thou art so affected. That is why thou yearn for his salvation.”
Israel barely heard those words. Abel could do nothing to help a man trapped in a high dungeon in His Majesty’s prison. Only one man could do that.
“No, Abel. I’m afraid you’re wrong. I don’t know that man or his people. Not at all.”
* * *
After leaving Friend Abel at the ferry landing, Israel walked four blocks to the Spotted Dog without making contact with anyone. He had been told to go to his room and wait, lest someone see him in company with known agents of His Majesty.
In his room, which was spartan but private, Israel worked at completing the only job that he had been assigned prior to his mission with Friend Abel. It involved reading through the American newspapers that had been delivered the night before.
His job was to search the papers for war information that might have been passed on innocently by the publishers. The theory was that these fellows, who could print anything they liked, might report useful facts to a careful observer. The work of interpretation could best be done by an American.
To date Israel had found little of value in the papers that were weeks old by the time they were delivered. The truth was that the rebel army had little need of secrecy. Its task was to react to the movements of the British army. Its need was patience.
He had not told Winston these things for reasons as mixed as his emotions. In half his heart, Israel wished the “rebels” success in their quest for freedom. It was the same wish that had sent Israel out from the Quakers of Meshanticut into the wilderness of the North Country. It was the one that he had kept close even when his affiliations were said to have changed.
Yet that secret wish had been parried by the need to do useful work. Important work. It was strange. Israel would not have thought such a thing possible short weeks past, but now he wanted to be the best at what he did without reference to his feelings.
Certainly, he never thought that anything having to do with him would reveal itself in the papers, just as he never thought he would encounter a shipmate in Forton. That made him twice wrong in one day. The front page of The Freeman’s Journal, a paper from Portsmouth in Maine, told him so.
July 27, 1776
Last week arrived at Casco Bay Sion Martindale, late
commander of the Brig Washington, fitted out by Congress.
He was taken the Third of December last, and sent home to
England, and there received His Majesty’s pardon for crimes
never committed—from thence he was sent to Halifax, then
taken up, confined to close prison, and treated in the most
rascally manner for five weeks. The Nineteenth of June last,
with thirteen others, he broke gaol, and the next day six of
them were retaken. Captain Martindale, Lieutenant Turner,
Lieutenant Child, and one John Brown of Boston arrived safe
at Casco Bay.
When he put down the sheet of newspaper, Israel was angry that Martindale had found his way home. Five weeks in gaol made up for that a bit. The fact that Winston had done what he said he would—exactly what he said—seemed to mean more.
Israel should have known he had no time to be angry. It happened that he had been correct about one of the soldiers following the cart on the towpath. He knocked at the door ten minutes later, a sandy-haired fellow with a mug of beer in one hand and a purple onion in the other. He smiled with sandy teeth, sank them into his onion, but spoke not a word.
“You stink,” said Israel.
“It keeps the grippe away,” he said, hefting the onion like an apple. “I recommend it.”
“I’d rather hear how it keeps unwanted visitors from a man’s door. Then I’d take it up.”
“The post admiral’s residence is in the next street,” he said with suddenly good speech. “They want to see you.”
“They?”
“Yank, if you don’t know who’s your master, be sure you’ll find out.”
That could only be Winston. Israel had not known he was in town. Two days ago, when Israel’s mission had been outlined, Winston left for London, which he often did. But he could be back in Portsmouth quickly. His whereabouts were always uncertain. He fostered a sense of mystery, as if building day by day his own legend.
He might appear at any place in any guise, even that of a high-born gentleman. Israel was not surprised, after he walked up High Street to the ample dwelling that abutted the armory, to find that he was conducted by a liveried servant to the library of the post admiral’s house. He discovered Winston there, occupying the room with books stacked to the ceiling as if it were his own. His clothing suited the surroundings—a waistcoat of spring-green set with gold buttons and gemstones, set off by his stockings and neck cloth in a modestly darker green. The linen, the patent leather shoes, the silver wig with each hair defined like steel, marked him as a man of parts—rich, influential, in his element.
“Your report,” he said, standing in front of the open window, leaning on the lion-headed cane that was his one constant item of dress. “I must know the complete adventures of Friend Ralph.”
“Why?” said Israel. “When you know them already.”
Winston smiled patiently to show that he could not be perturbed. “Would you give me meat without marrow? Have you learned nothing of your trade?”
“I have a gift for being what I am,” said Israel. “Abel Perless has accepted me as a Friend from Rhode Island. He trusts me, I think.”
“Excellent,” said Winston, turning away from the window to the desk. “The situation could not be better set out. What we will want is the complete tracing of the network of underground communication in this country. We must know our enemy and all the levels of society that he inhabits. Abel Perless is the man to supply that information. He is apparently incorruptible.”
“Yes, sir. I believe so.”
“Has he spoken to you of his subscribers?”
“Not directly,” said Israel. “I’m sure he will not give out the names willingly. I think it would take weeks, perhaps months, of quiet work to obtain what you wish.”
“Yet it could be done.”
“Possibly.”
“Then we will take the time,” said Winston. “I want you to attach yourself to Friend Abel in such a manner that he cannot do without your assistance.”
“That might be arranged,” said Israel. “But what of his assistant—Oliver? He can’t be kept from his mission every day.”
Winston smiled as he always did, as if his lips were grasping a tube of air. “Since he’s a Quaker, we should offer him Immediate Revelation. That is one of the central items of faith, is it not? God is not to be studied or understood, but found as in the unwrapping of a gift.”
“Something like that,” said Israel.
“Then we shall offer young Oliver a favor he cannot resist.”
“What will it be?”
“That should not concern you,” said Winston. “All you need know is that it will be accomplished.”
“With a club?” said Israel. “Or with dogs?”
Winston did not smile his answer this time. He put the cane over his shoulder, where it bumped a set of leather-bound books on the shelf, and spoke with his usual amount of feeling, which was none.
“It is wrong, but perhaps inevitable, that your emotions should be engaged. You were upset upon meeting your friend Bennet. I understand.”
Israel was not surprised that Winston knew of the meeting. It might even have been possible that he had created it for Israel’s benefit. Seen that way, the event promised a better conclusion.
“I’d like something done for him.”
“What?” asked Winston with great innocence. “The fellow will not eat. He seems to want only to quit this life in order to spite His Majesty. If that is his wish, we will grant it.”
“There must be something more that you can do,” said Israel. “One thing I’ve learned is how complete your resources are.”
Winston moved to the front of the desk as if considering many alternatives. He sat with his leg up on the leather inlay, pushing aside a stand of quill and ink. “He could be sent home,” said Winston as if it were easily done. “In time, he would be exchanged.”
“Yes, sir.”
“But you must consider carefully the ramifications as they apply to yourself. What does this man know of your work in England?”
“He knows . . . who I am.”
“Then you see the problem,” said Winston. “I suppose it’s only fitting that his disposition should fall to you. You may keep your friend here, for whatever dismal fate he wishes to pursue. Or you may order his freedom.”
Israel saw it all. If Bennet returned to East Greenwich, word that Israel Potter was a British agent would pass to every ear. The numerous family of Greenes occupied every third dwelling in the town. Nathanael Greene, the most prominent in the clan, was the leader of the Rhode Island army. He had been appointed to the post to replace Simeon Potter when Israel’s natural father failed to turn out the army for the Lexington Alarm.
“It seems, sir, that this is another case where there are no acceptable choices.”
Winston grasped both ends of his cane and laid it across his knee, teetering back and forth, as if to mock Israel’s dilemma. “Perhaps it will help you to know that General Howe sails any day at the head of a powerful new army for New York. He will meet the rebel forces there and break their resistance.”
If Israel believed that, he might think that one day he would return to America with the victorious legions of the king. His Majesty’s servants would not remain scorned forever. Power commands everything in time, even the gentlest things like respect and love.
“Get Bennet out of that place,” said Israel. “See that he’s sent home.”
THE CALIPH
The summer of 1776, which marked the second year of the colonial war, could have been the last. General Howe abandoned his quarters in Nova Scotia, where he had repaired after leaving Boston, and descended upon New York at the head of an armada of more than three hundred vessels.
Throughout August, ten thousand British and German troops landed on Long Island to be thrown against an undermanned enemy whose battle commander, Nathanael Greene, lay seriously ill. Two days before the British assault, Washington relieved Greene of duty, replacing him with Generals Putnam and Sullivan. That decision sealed any hope of victory.
Sullivan’s army was surrounded and routed in Brooklyn. By the afternoon of the 23rd, the rebels had retreated behind fortifications with their backs to the East River. The American army could have been destroyed that day but for the reluctance of Howe to attack an enemy less than half his strength. It was supposed that his devastating experience at Bunker Hill kept him from storming those defensive positions. Whatever the reason, Howe’s caution allowed the rebels to evacuate under cover of darkness to Manhattan.
It was one long retreat as the rebels ran from the island to the Hudson Valley and New Jersey. They were beaten and beaten until the army was a remnant, and it seemed the only opposition the British faced was at home among their own and their old enemies, the French.
So it was that Israel found himself on the last line of resistance to the will of George III. In France, the hope of the Americans rested on their most brilliant man—Benjamin Franklin—who had been sent to the Court of Louis as one of three commissioners. In England, hope resided in less likely places, such as the bosom of Abel Perless and his anonymous supporters.
And that man, in early winter, had been taken seriously ill, perhaps entering upon his deathbed. For more than ten days he lay on his back, consumed by a powerful fever, before he agreed to see a physician. When finally he did, the result was absurd. It went by the name of Jethro Sims.
This erstwhile doctor was like a man come in from the country by way of the butcher’s guild. That Friend Abel used a lout to administer to his health at a critical time was a matter of principle. There were reputable physicians in Portsmouth, but all had connections to “His Majesty’s war machine,” and thus could not be employed.
“I still can’t be sure of the cause of his illness,” said Sims, a middle-aged, dwarfish man. “On the surface, it looks to be Hockogrocle, but then there’s the fever and the alinate humors, which would make it more like the Strong Fives.”
“You’ve been here three times this week,” said Israel. “What do you recommend as a course of treatment?”
Sims pondered his answer, drawing each eye upward as if they worked independently. “I think Snail-Water,” he said. “If he does not respond well, we may try Ward’s Pills, and as a last resort Daffy’s Elixir.”
Israel supposed that Snail-Water was as it sounded. What he knew of Ward’s Pills was that they were made from cobwebs. Of Duffy’s Elixir he knew nothing.
“You have these medicines in your chest.”
“Of course,” said Sims with the same seriousness. “I’d go nowhere without them.”
“Leave them with me,” said Israel. “Miss Perless will see to your fee.”
The man did as he was told. The thing that concerned him was the coin that came from the little wooden chest kept by Abel’s granddaughter.
She usually waited in the second bedroom when Sims came to call, as if administering to patients with the leavings of spiders was a thing she did not want to know about. When Israel knocked on the door, she appeared in her bonnet and apron, like a proper Quaker lass, and doled the coins to Sims before showing him into the street where he belonged.
Israel waited impatiently for her return. Something about her dress and manner brought back a simpler place and time. Estrella Perless knew that life was a trial. She saw it every day as she attended her grandfather. The experience, which passed the point of sympathy but not of duty, began to push her toward Israel the first time their hands met over Abel’s body. She had drawn back the first time, her hands shaking.
He could tell that Estrella’s fever was nearly as high as her grandfather’s. Her cheeks flushed when he made the smallest comments that did not bear directly upon Abel’s condition. Her green eyes glowed as if they would turn to a more brilliant color. Her body, which was so generous that it called attention to the plainest garments, moved fitfully, crossing between shyness and display, whenever she was near him.
The next time their hands met, he moved hers onto his leg. She did not draw it away as she watched and felt the bulge grow into her fingers, filling them. She closed her hand around it and kneaded it like bread, but kept her eyes averted even when he steered her like a captive to the second bedroom. She closed her eyes and averted her face when he entered her, and cried once, too loud, when he began to move. He put his mouth over hers, his tongue through her lips, and gave her the rhythm. When she found and returned it, her protests were muffled by their kiss.
Their muted cries never ended, not once in those moments stolen from Abel, but she discarded the rest of her virgin ways. Estrella still looked at him as if she was forever shocked, but her eyes were open and her movements at once freer and more practiced. Perhaps this day would be the best, because it was to be the last.
She was to be married on Friday next to the Friend that her family had chosen. She had told Israel the news two days ago, putting on the saddest face in woebegone Portsmouth town. Estrella had not expected him to understand, she said, and for her sake, he pretended not to do so in anger.
That was their lie—the only one. Being with Israel was her last chance to show the face of independence to herself. He was glad to share her fight, rebel to rebel, in the shadow of age and illness. Their love reminded him of things forgotten.
And things lost.
* * *
Minutes later, when Israel entered the old man’s bedchamber, he put the bottle of Snail-Water in view on the table and transferred a small and perhaps harmless amount into a glass of rainwater. Both measures were to reassure the sick man that something was being done for his health.
Those assurances were necessary to most human beings, though with Friend Abel it was hard to say. He bore his trials without complaint, even when they were truly Christ-like, as they had been for the last week. His fever was high and a nosebleed had stained his sheets in rusty blotches and his face with red dapples.
Yet that was not enough to keep him down. This ancient Quaker was determined to leave nothing to chance, and to set the future out in detail for his assistant. That seemed his only concern as he bade Israel come nearer his bed.
“The first thing thou must do is contact our brothers in Brentford,” he said in a voice so weak it rose to whisper. “Several of them work in that town for the universal cause. Chief among them is John Horne. Thou must not be disconcerted by him, Ralph. He is a contentious man—none more so in the realm. He seeks to provoke his listeners by his outrageous words—and more, by his outrageous deeds.”
Israel said, “Yes, Abel,” because that name, or one like it, had been what he had waited five months to hear.
“There is sadness in thine eyes, Ralph. What is thy worry?”
“I am afraid that without thy guidance, I will falter in my mission, Abel.”
The old man smiled like a saint pierced with arrows. He was the most pious man on earth, and he knew it. In spite of that, Israel had come to abide the Conscience of Portsmouth. If nothing else, the abuse that they shared on the streets of the most military town in England had drawn them together. Israel thought he should receive credit in heaven, though his motives were hardly pure.
“Thou may stumble along the Way, Ralph, but thou will not fall,” he said softly. “I have written to the Reverend Doctor Wren, asking him to assume my duties here. I’m sure that upon thy return, thou will be able to work with him as thou hast worked with me.”
“Yet he is not a Friend.”
“It is time to broaden thine horizons, Ralph. The work we do here in England is bound less by ties of denomination than love of mankind. Doctor Wren is a good soul who wants only to relieve suffering.”
“And Mister Horne?”
Abel said nothing for a moment, his eyes looking this way and that, but not really moving, as if he were finding his way through unseen territory. It might be pain there or angels: he was not telling.
“John Horne is perhaps less good but even more committed to the cause of personal liberty. He has done yeoman work among our subscribers. Like Mister Wren, he is a minister of the Church of England. Or was.”
“Was?”
“He no longer practices his calling,” said Abel with calamitous regret. “He sees his destiny in a more active incarnation. But thou will know that for thyself, Ralph, when thou enter into his presence.”
* * *
Coming into John Horne’s presence took longer than it might have, for when Israel left Abel’s house that night he was nearly caught in the press. He had gone three blocks, rounding into the street where the meeting house stood, when he saw them come up from the harbor like death without horses. They had long clubs in their hands and the swagger that comes to men who know they have the power to do wrong as much as they like.
Israel flattened back into the entrance to a tobacconist’s shop and held close to the shadows. Although he was working for the same cause, nothing would save him from those men if they caught hold. The press gangs had raged through Portsmouth every week; they had taken twenty-five in August, fifty in September, eighty in November, and last month it was every man they could get.
So when the gang turned into the tavern at the Sign of the Lucky Moon, half of them passing within and the others posting to the front and back entrances, Israel took his chance and walked from the shadows three doors up to chemist’s shop on the corner. He waited as long as he could before he began to run like hell.
“There’s one! After him!”
When Israel heard the hue and cry, he ran faster, for there was no resisting the press. He knew of one man who had been taken by the bolting-mill. He had a pistol, and when the press gang lay hands on him, rather than give his life to the Royal Navy, he shot and killed the lieutenant who led the party. For that he was hanged by the neck, taken down from the gallows before he died, disemboweled, and put in a tub of boiling water with his own guts.
But Israel knew the area well, having walked it every day for two months. He thought that if he reached the soap-maker’s street, he could turn down the alley toward the ramparts, and quickly, back up beyond the Unicorn Gates, before they found which way he had gone.
He liked to think that he could have made it on his own without the boy being there, for he was going as well as ever a man did on two legs. The pain in his ankle that came with bad weather and bothered every sudden movement had disappeared. The good food and better health of the last months lent him wind and strength. He had never run so fast or well since bolting from the sally port during the battle at Breed’s Hill.
He first saw the boy walking with his head down as he came around the corner from the direction of the Hack Ground. The redheaded lad could not have been more than twelve, and when he saw Israel running, he looked askance. Smiling, he moved his hand, perhaps to wave, as Israel passed, shouting, “Press gang!”
The boy may not have understood, or perhaps he wasn’t paying attention to the world beyond his daydreams, for he said, “Why are you scraming at paple?” and when Israel turned back to look, the boy was still standing bewildered in the street.
Suddenly, somehow, he caught meaning on the wing. He began to run. Israel did not know what happened after that, but all at once he heard three sets of footsteps, two fast and heavy, one lighter. An instant later, he heard the wet, explosive sound that always meant soft flesh had met cobblestones.
Israel looked back as he turned into the street where soap was rendered, and he saw the boy down flat on his back, screaming, with one man on his shoulders and the other stabbing between his legs with a club.
That boy was not what he had been seconds before. He now belonged, as they all did, to His Majesty, and the war that had come home to every corner of his realm. It was hopeless for Israel to go back to help, like refusing salvation for another pot of rum. He did not want to think of it as he forced himself to pick up the pace.
He walked six more steps toward his rooms before he turned back. By the time he reentered the street where the men and boy were, Israel had a plan. They were starting to move off toward the tavern, each with a shoulder under the boy’s arms, when they heard something behind them. As they stopped to check their backs, Israel called out, “Stop! Stop in the name of the king!”
It was as if they had obeyed him. Israel kept coming up the street until he was close, but still at a distance that would make it hard for them to lay hands on him.
“Israel Potter,” he said. “The Post Admiral’s Office.”
The biggest one slipped his shoulder from beneath the boy’s arm, but kept a hard grip on the coat with his hand. His face was as flat as a hod and he spoke through half a mouth of teeth.
“Ain’t it you I was chasing?”
“Do I look like I’m running?” Israel took his certificate of exemption from his coat and held it out. “You’ll see I am who I say.”
Nothing could be seen in the dark at that distance, but neither man wanted to let on that day or night made no difference to their ignorance. They stared at the certificate while Israel glanced at the boy. He was conscious, and though his balls were still in his throat, he knew what was going on.
Then the second one spoke. He was of another family of ape, shorter but a lot broader. “Oh, dear,” he said. “We’re on the same side with a Yank.”
“You know what I think?” said the big one, wagging the club in his left hand. “Ain’t no such thing as sides. There’s what a body’s worth, is all.”
“And how much is that?” asked Israel. “Tell me what you get for a live one when you turn him in.”
They looked at each other in unison, as if they were confused by questions but never by money. The smaller one still supported most of the weight of the boy. He wagged his club as he spoke.
“What business is it of yours, Yank?”
“None at all,” said Israel. “Unless I make it mine. Tell me your price and then I’ll tell your fortune.”
They could not mistake Israel’s meaning, nor was there much consultation this time. The big one nodded to the smaller, who said, “We get five shillings a head.”
Israel had never heard of a crimp getting more than three, but now was not the time to bargain. He had more than that in his purse, and in his belt at the small of his back he kept a hunting knife that he had bought several weeks ago, an exact copy of the one that he had carried on the frontier in northern New England. It would be used only to save his life, but it was good to know it was there.
“I’ll match the price and with some custom, too,” said Israel. “Six shillings three pence for the boy.”
Neither ape said anything, which was bad. Israel knew no matter what he told them, he could be on a ship halfway round the world, along with the boy, by the time he woke up.
“Here it is.”
Israel held up his purse. It was dark green and could hardly be seen in the light. He flipped the purse toward the big one, putting it high and a bit off line to the right, so the hand that held the boy would have to go after it.
And late. The purse touched the man’s outstretched hand but did not disappear. Israel heard a jingle as the purse struck the ground. He waited a moment until he saw those shoulders bend to the ground with two hundred odd pounds behind it before he let out a rising kick that nearly took that head off.
The man went down on his back on the cobblestones with a thud and another slap that meant he had dropped his club. Israel was on the long piece of oak before it stopped moving. He kept low, shielding his face with his arm in case the other got off a blow, but he did not. As Israel turned with the club in his hand, he saw that the boy had his teeth in the man’s forearm down to the bone, and he heard the scream, and another that followed as he brought the club hard against the man’s knees, and again across his neck, and a jab in the groin, and another in the teeth that put him down in a splatter.
In a trice they were running up the street, Israel and the red-haired boy, free and reaching for distance, with the boy showing his back, a champion runner when he had fair warning, calling over his shoulder, “Thank you, stranger. Thank you for the rest of me life.”
* * *
Israel did not go out the rest of the night. There were advantages to living in a walled city, but they were all on the side of the gaolers. Portsmouth was surrounded by fortifications land and sea, with outworks and drawbridges guarding every approach. No able-bodied man was safe from the press, not even in a public carriage with his certificate in hand.
He stayed in his room at Miss Copeland’s. Though there were several reasons why the lady was still a miss, and hair in the wrong places was one of them, she was literate in French, which distinguished her from most people. She also played an excellent hand at cards—both ombre and quadrille—which was also rare. And she said she would be happy to deliver Israel’s message to the post admiral.
Miss Copeland had no idea what she was passing, since the messages were written in the book-code that Winston had devised. Had she known, the lady would still have kept her counsel. Winston paid her well. Her rooms to let were never published in the paper, or on the street, but kept by for special guests of the Crown, particularly those who must be tutored in French.
Israel was one, though he did not understand the reason for his schooling. He no longer had keepers, who would have found it hard to follow him in any case; and he received a weekly stipend that was generous by the standards of his previous life. That meant he had no worries day to day but to do his job and keep his superior informed of his progress. Winston would be glad to hear there was finally some of that.
If the man were capable of emotion, that is. Winston seemed to live for his work and assume that everyone shared his passion. Though he was seldom seen in Portsmouth these days, his secondhand self was present in his watchers, and the more casual contacts he called his “links.” Winston was, as Israel had come to know, a powerful man with vast money at his disposal, and ways of passing messages that would have been the envy of the king.
So Israel was not surprised when he had word back from the post admiral the next evening, saying that he was to report to Winston in London before going to see John Horne. He was to leave immediately, though it was six hours before dawn, accompanied by the stranger who delivered the message.
Israel had never seen that man before, though he had come to know the type. This short stumpy fellow was not a gentleman and not a thief, but something that war threw off as surely as pod dropped seed. His face had the look of a ruddy vegetable, the flesh compressed in overlapping layers with large ears that had the complexity of cabbage. He spoke less than one, and in a raspy voice that knew its limitations. He had arrived in a carriage called a berline, which had a hood over the seat and a giant rug over the fender. Once he crawled into each, he refused further words.
But the guard at the drawbridge called him Mister Griffiths, and saluted. Israel should have been impressed, but he had seen enough English quality to know the item when it was not before him.
“Should I call you Griffiths, too?”
The man, who had ventured back into his rug when they cleared the bridge, peered out of it like a savage from the bush. “You could call me sir.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You’re a cheeky one,” said the small squeezed mouth and smaller eyes of Griffiths. “An American.”
“Until recently,” said Israel.
“Well, you’re no Englishman,” said Griffiths. “Someone of your station in this country knows that he stands on the lowest rung of the ladder. He never looks straight in the face of his betters. He marks the belt. Or the knees. In a pinch, he tugs his forelock.”
“I’m a Quaker,” said Israel. “We don’t believe in that. I’m told even the king doesn’t require bowing and scraping from the likes of us.”
“If you’re a Quaker, why don’t you speak the ‘thee and thou’?”
“I do,” said Israel. “When I meet a Friend.”
Griffiths took that as an insult. He snapped back that he was going to sleep and should not be disturbed until they reached Basingstoke. Israel did not think that anyone could rest on a hard seat on a rocky road with the weather so cold it froze the water in his eyes, but Griffiths contrived to find sleep under his rug, snoring loudly, within minutes.
Israel found the noise so offensive that he moved up front with the driver for a while. That soul was even less talkative, but mild-mannered and good at his job. With only two passengers in a carriage built for six, and a change of horses at the king’s post in Winchester, they kept a good pace, reaching Basingstoke after breakfast, and Staines about noon.
If Israel was not glad to be traveling in daylight before that point, he became so quickly. As they approached Hounslow, the road grew very bad; a bog but for the cold that had frozen the mire in solid drifts. When they stopped for a bite to eat at the Haunch of Venison tavern, Israel was warned by the driver not to say anything to the ostlers or waiters, who were all in the pay of the bandits who roamed the area.
They saw plenty of those fellows by the roadside. Along the low expanse of Hounslow Heath rose gibbet after gibbet, hanged man after hanged man. It was a stark sight for a weary journey, and it seemed to interest Griffiths, who awoke as they passed under the rows of gallows. At the sight of one man hung in irons, wearing his bowels in a loose purple array round his neck, Griffiths turned and stared as if transfixed.
“Anyone you know?”
Griffiths’ ears were the most distinctive part of him, and they pricked more lively than those of the sorrel nag pulling the carriage.“Take a good look,” he said, turning in the seat. “That’s where you’ll meet your end, lover.”
“I’ll have a lot of company,” said Israel. “It’s only the biggest thieves that aren’t caught at some point or another.”
For the first time Griffiths put that hole like a spade in his face. Some would call it a smile. “Well, at least you understand the way of the world. Stay with Wentworth and it could be you’ll mock the gallows.”
“Wentworth?”
“You might know him as Winkler or Winston or Whathisname,” said Griffiths. “That’s until you go down to ’Change Alley in London town. Stop by Jonathan’s or the George and Vulture and ask for Paul Wentworth, the fellow who handles the accounts of Lord North and half the bloody cabinet. He’s a legend, he is.”
“Is that so?”
Griffiths chortled softly. “Wentworth is the fellow who knows what’s going to happen two days before it hits the streets. But it ain’t really that he knows the future. It’s just that he has the news before anyone else. You wouldn’t believe the advantage that lends in business. Especially his business. Stockjobbing.”
Though Israel had heard that word before, he had only a clue what it meant. In time he would come to understand it well, but as he sat with Griffiths on the cold road to London, Israel knew little beyond guesses.
“You mean he uses his position in intelligence to lend him an edge in the market.”
“By God, if you’re not a quick study,” said Griffiths. “Have you come to understand that the two businesses want the same thing for success? Let’s call it private information.”
“Yes, I can see that.”
“Well, look a bit further,” said Griffiths. “Understand that if you’ve got the news first, you can make money no matter which way the market swings. Even if prices go down, you can win if you know first. Sometimes the take is even bigger that way, since everything in this life goes down faster than it rises.”
Israel did not really understand the reasoning, though it sounded unfair enough to be English. “Is there nothing illegal in all this?”
“Well, I couldn’t tell you that,” said Griffiths with a bemused smile. “Are you going to place Wentworth under arrest? Will Quaker Ralph be the man who loses Lord North his country house at Bushy Park?”
“I’m not fated to play that role, Griffiths.”
“I can see that. It’s clear you’ve made a close study of survival. Like Wentworth.”
“And yourself.”
“I’ll not deny I fancy good living,” he said. “What’s the other side of that coin?”
Though it was possible there was none, Israel put forth the traditional remedy. “Mayhap it’s honor.”
“A fine word for a gentleman,” said Griffiths sarcastically. “But hardly for the likes of you and me. We have to get what we can while we’re able, which means when we’re close to the flame. It’s the same for Wentworth, though he thinks different. That’s how they’ve got him by the short hairs. He wants to be a lord. It’s the one thing he can’t buy with his riches. And it’s the one thing they’ll never give out. They’ll have him do their dirty work, and afterward tell him he stinks of his labors.”
“You say he doesn’t know this?”
“Oh, I expect he does, deep in that heart he’s never been able to find,” said Griffiths as if he knew the condition well. “But there’s always the chance he can make them forget where he comes from. They’ve raised up lesser men for valiant service, especially in times like these. Besides, Wentworth wants to believe it, like you want to believe that you’ll have a long and happy life.”
“And you that you’ll be rich.”
Griffiths looked at Israel as if he were trying to remember what he said that revealed his innermost desire. “We all have our fancies,” he said.
Israel thought he knew what that meant to Edward Griffiths. “I suppose you have an account managed by Mister Wentworth, too.”
“It could be,” he said, and smiled grossly for the second time.
Then there was only one thing that Israel did not know. “So tell me, what news are you carrying to Wentworth that will affect the business of the exchange?”
Griffiths winked with the smallest eyes in all of England. “Whatever it is,” he said. “It’s sure to be secret.”
* * *
When they came at last to Wentworth’s house in Hammersmith on the River Thames, Israel began to believe everything Griffiths had said, for he had never seen such riches outside his dreams. They were admitted through a huge scroll-work gate up a flagstone road that led to a sugar-loaf mansion of so many rooms so well lit that they could not be counted. The carriage house, built of stone, was bigger than most dwellings in America and grander, while housing on the second floor a village-worth of servants. Israel was given one of those rooms, complete with a cozy fire, while Griffiths went across to the great house with his intelligence.
Israel waited a long time to be called. He was too dazzled to sleep, for he was thinking of this place and its master, who was not what he seemed partly to be. Or rather, Wentworth was more—much more. If the things he had told Israel at their first meeting were true—that he had been born with no name—then his rise to eminence was fantastic.
It was time fit for sweet illusion, which Israel finally indulged on the downy bed in his room over the stables. He awoke twice, when horses were being readied or taken in. The last time was well into the night, and the shod hooves knocked on his dreams so loud that he sat upright in bed. It seemed only a moment later that a servant appeared with word that Israel should repair to the mansion house.
He went in a new suit of clothing provided by the servant. The coat and breeches were of broadcloth Quaker grey, but made to his exact measurements. He felt like a new man entering a new world as they crossed the wide lawn that ran down to the river. The bushes were cut in shapes like candy and the trees stood in rows like toy soldiers.
Entering the house through an immense kitchen, Israel saw that the food had already been prepared for the day and was being put into a dumbwaiter on a tray. He and the serving man tracked the savory smells up the flight of stairs, arriving at the same time in a morning room that was as cozy as it was ornate. A hot fire licked up the chimney, lamps and candles were aglow, and the walls were hung in every inch with paintings and tapestries of the richest hues. In the midst of this splendor, sitting at a rosewood table, and in no way out of place, sat Paul Wentworth, master of Brandenburg House.
He looked like a caliph at rule in his infidel palace. The morning coat he wore was a garment of black silk shot with golden thread. He had taken off his wig, and in its place on his shaved head sat a golden turban of the same fabric as his coat. On the table before him was a silver setting in two places. At the dumbwaiter, gathering the tray, stood a woman of such minimal dress and maximum beauty that Israel knew he was not looking at a common servant.
The woman, who was dark in complexion and hair, took up the tray, and placing it before Wentworth on the table, said, “If you have no further need of me, Paul.”
Wentworth smiled, reached into the gossamer cloth at her bosom and withdrew one of her breasts. He kissed the thing that was the finest of its kind that Israel had ever seen, and licked it with his tongue, before replacing it with the same sense of appreciation.
“You must go shopping today,” he said. “Buy many things.”
“If you wish.”
“I insist.”
He watched her pass from the room like a whispery advertisement for all the finer points of a woman’s form. Israel had the feeling that Wentworth would have stared at a fine horse in the same way, or at one of the paintings on his wall the day he had decided to make it his trophy. When the woman was gone from the room, Wentworth turned to Israel without altering the steadiness of his gaze.
“Come to the table, Friend Ralph. Sit. Will you take a meal with me?”
Before Israel answered, Wentworth had already allotted fine morsels onto the precious plate, spreading meat paste onto dainty biscuits, stabbing at herring kippers, and pouring coffee. It was as if he had spent the night awake, plotting the intricate points of finance, intelligence and women. Now he would eat and plot.
“There’s wine, if you prefer.”
In the morning, wine. This was how the rich lived and no doubt how they died. “I’ll have coffee, thank you, Mister . . . Wentworth.”
He poured from the silver pot, as if pleased to be Israel’s servant and have his identity revealed. At a closer distance, he smelled like a woman—like that woman—her perfume, her juices. Israel thought he had never been so aroused at secondhand. The smell of food and sex were overpowering. It was that strong because it was that rich.
“When is the last time you had a woman?”
So the longing was that plain in his face. Israel would not like to answer with the truth that might cause Wentworth to think he had jeopardized his mission with a Quaker girl.
“A real woman, sir? Not one with a price on her back.”
“All women come out of the marketplace,” he said as if it were so. “But, yes, that is what I mean.”
“It’s been a while.”
“No doubt you’ll be in the position to rectify that deplorable condition soon,” he said. “In the meantime, I’ll guarantee you a weekend on my account at Mother Blessing’s. In case you don’t know, that’s the finest whorehouse in London. The girls there do an interesting thing with chickens and a candle.”
Although Israel’s mind refused that image because of its strangeness, he thought it fit perfectly with this place. “That sounds very interesting, sir.”
“Interesting and instructive,” said Wentworth. “I need not tell you how gratified I am to have received your message. If I had to invent one man in this kingdom to be the prince of subversion, John Horne’s name would come first to my lips. We find ourselves at the center of this evil circle, Friend Ralph, due to your work.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“There is a bonus in it for you of fifteen guineas,” said Wentworth as if it were a trifle. “I can give it to you now, or place it in an account at my office in the City.”
“I’d like it put into the account, sir, if you are the one who manages it.”
He nodded like the richest clerk on earth. “I will give it my attention. Hopefully, you have made a decision that you will not regret.”
“I’m confident of it, sir.”
Wentworth carved a cheese as soft as butter and spread it on another hot biscuit. “Unfortunately, your mission will become considerably more difficult from this point. John Horne is a crafty and naturally suspicious man who considers himself the equal of any in the realm. And he may be. Were it not for his sojourn into holy orders, Horne might already have become a politician of note. His penchant for self-advertisement knows no limits and his mind is nearly as sharp as his tongue. You must beware of both.”
“Are you saying that Friend Ralph will not be good enough for the job, sir?”
“Exactly,” said Wentworth. “We will want a more aggressive posture in this role. Ideally, you should present yourself more in keeping with what you were when you ceased to be a Quaker and began to slaughter grown men. That would be a natural evolution requiring little change.”
“You want me to be a soldier, sir.”
Wentworth smiled in the foxy way he had perfected. “Let’s say a soldier brought to England as a prisoner, whence he escapes. Sheltered by Friend Abel, he undergoes, in the company of that true saint, a conversion in values. He stays on in England at great risk in order to help unfortunates like himself.”
“I think it would be a good part to play, sir, if not for Friend Abel.”
“He will be no problem,” said Wentworth. “My information holds that the conscience of England will not recover from his illness. Meanwhile, we monitor his lines of communication. He will not send any matter by post that we do not approve.”
“You can do that, sir?”
“It’s the king’s post,” said Wentworth, staring from his food into Israel’s eyes. “Why do you look uncomfortable? I promise no mishaps.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” said Israel. “It’s just that when we commit ourselves to paper it seems so private. Confidential.”
“As long as you are secure in your mind,” said Wentworth. “I want nothing to distract you from this mission. Both time and opportunity are ripe. You will appear at Mister Horne’s with the immense blessing of Friend Abel, and you will also be the bearer of great news.”
“Will I?”
Wentworth put his plate down, fondling the wide bowl that held his coffee. “You will say that before leaving Portsmouth, you received word that the Americans had gained a victory at Trenton along the Delaware River.”
So that was the intelligence Griffiths had carried. An American victory. The first. After nearly destroying the American army in the summer, the British forces had continued to roll up Washington’s forces like an old carpet. In December they had moved into Rhode Island, taking Newport and driving the Americans before them. The news of a turn in affairs would have important meaning in many areas, including, Israel supposed, the bond market.
“Have the rebels indeed succeeded?”
“It was by all accounts a minor action,” said Wentworth. “During the Yuletide holidays, under cover of night, Washington’s forces attacked Trenton and captured a number of German soldiers. As a practical matter, the affair is insignificant. But very daring. The result will be to confirm Washington in his post as commander of the American army, a distinction he was in great danger of losing.”
“The Americans will take heart, though.”
“Likewise their supporters in this country,” said Wentworth. “The very people you are to infiltrate. But this news will give you a meaningful entrance to Mister Horne.”
“Yes, sir.”
Wentworth sat back in his chair. He reached into a small drawer in the table, from which he took a pack of playing cards. “By the way, Horne is known as a ferocious gambler for petty stakes. He likes whist, and sometimes ombre. Do you play?”
“Miss Copeland showed me a bit.”
“Good,” said Wentworth. “Then you know the rules.” He fanned the cards expertly face down on the table. “I will show you how to win.”
“You mean how to cheat, sir.”
Wentworth cocked his barbered eyebrows. “There’s a difference between cheating and gaining an advantage. Mister Horne has a penetrating gaze that is said to disconcert all visitors by its mere implementation. What they don’t know is that he has one glass eye.” Wentworth shuffled the cards in his hand, quickly stripping the eights, nines and tens from the deck. “But what is frightening to fools spells opportunity for Friend Ralph.”
THREE
“Je soi l’ombre,” said Israel, for those were the words spoken as ritual when the game began, and when it ended for the “ombre,” or man. He would then reach for the gaily-colored counters in the dish in the center of the card table. And Israel did that.
“Bastard,” said John Horne.
Israel did not respond to the call. He raked the counters, which amounted to almost four pounds, into a tidy mound in front of him.
“Don’t mind John,” said Squire Woodcocke, who had made a neutral third at the table. “He’s incapable of losing any contest quietly. His greatest pleasure is in agitating with his tongue or his pen. Our radical extraordinaire.”
“Call me what you like. But I’m proud to be the thorn in Parliament’s side.”
“He’ll end on the gallows to be sure,” said Woodcocke. “It’s much more dangerous to be seen with him than with you, Mister Potter.”
“I suppose he’s better at politics than cards,” said Israel, as if Horne were not present.
But he always was, and never quiet. “Where did you learn to play ombre like that?” he demanded. “Tell me, before I throw you into the street.”
Israel could not explain that much of what he had learned was where to sit in relation to a man’s blind eye; and how to do the looking. “My landlady is the best at the game in the town of Portsmouth. I would not advise you to play her either, Mister Horne.”
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