
  
    
      
    
  


 

 

This book is dedicated to:


 


Eugenia Cooper-Newton.


What a marvelous friendship we’ve enjoyed, Genie, across
years and miles.


And, like the TV bunny, we just keep going and going .
. .


 


 


And also to:


 


Brave women everywhere.


Then and now—we stand on your shoulders.


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 


“Slave catcher!”


The hissed word hung in the air, freezing Eugenia
Oliver’s insides colder than the damp November evening air chilled her skin.
Though Eli’s bare feet made no sound on the worn cobblestones and his two brief
words were whispered, Genie’s body reverberated as if a cannon had been fired
next to her. She was headed home. She was almost there. Almost safe and warm.
But she changed direction and walked toward Main Street. The fast, loud
pounding of her heart and her suddenly dry mouth were her fear manifested. If a
slave catcher really was prowling in the Quarter and Genie really was walking
toward him instead of running away . . . 


Dressed as Eugene Oliver as she often was, because
even a Black man was safer than a Black woman alone, she moved with purpose
toward the danger coming her way. The white man slowed his gait from a trot to
a long-legged stride as he entered Thatcher Lane. Definitely looking for
someone. His head swiveled from side to side. His eyes searched but found
nothing but shuttered windows and barred doors. Genie was annoyed with herself.
She should have heard the danger in the silence. It was supper time in Thatcher
Lane. There should have been the clamor of children and women, the clatter of
horses and wagons. There should have been the call of the lamplighter. Instead
there was the silence of fear that only the presence of a white man could
bring. And the anger. That was more dangerous than the fear.


Genie took a deep breath and caressed the derringer
pistol in her pocket. She and the white man were close together now. She knew
her neighbors could see her as clearly as the stranger. She also knew that
inside half a dozen of the barred and shuttered houses were pistols and
shotguns aimed at the white man. If he were foolish enough or arrogant enough
to come alone into their Lane looking for runaway slaves, he would die foolish
and arrogant. And then they all would die worse than that because even in
Philadelphia, the killing of a white person was the most unforgivable of
transgressions. They would die and their homes would be burned to ashes. Genie
shivered, and November was not to blame.


This man, however, was no slave catcher. Genie was
certain of that though she could not imagine who he was and certainly not what
he wanted. Not in this area of Philadelphia, inhabited solely by Blacks, free
and otherwise. The man removed his hat as Genie approached, nodded a greeting,
and spoke before she could speak. “Good evening, sir.”


Genie returned the greeting, adding a question. “Have
you lost your way?”


“I’ve lost a boy I was chasing.”


“Is the boy a thief?”


“Why, no, not that I’m aware . . . ah! If not a thief,
why was I chasing him? A good question and I’ve a good answer.” 


The man spoke confidently. “He has information I need
but he ran when I approached him. I chased him and saw him turn into this lane.
Perhaps you saw him?” And the man described Eli as if he possessed an artist’s
etching of the boy.


Genie studied the stranger: His clothes were well made
and of good quality, though not the clothes of a wealthy man. But confidence
aside, he seemed too worldly to be naive enough to follow—to chase—a Black
man into his own residential quarter, given the unrest of recent times, not to
mention the encroaching darkness. “Do you know where you are, sir?” 


“I am lost, to tell the truth . . . ” He allowed his
words to trail off as he looked very closely at the Black man to find the
deeper meaning of his question. “I know I’m in the Black quarter if that’s what
you’re asking.”


“The boy you were chasing thinks you’re a slave
catcher.”


“Good God!” Genie watched the surprise spread across
the man’s chiseled features, and then the revulsion, and finally the denial. “I
am nothing of the sort! It is a heinous and cruel occupation, worthy of . . . I
can think of no worthy punishment.”


Genie could think of several worthy punishments but
she dared not speak them. After all, the stranger was a white man, even if not
a slave catcher. “Will you walk with me out to the main street, sir, so the
lamplighter can begin his duties and the people resume theirs?” Genie turned
and walked slowly out of the dark lane. She had turned her back to a white man.
A stranger. She hoped he would follow. The stranger turned a scrutinizing gaze
on his location. Houses lined both sides of the narrow street, and even in the
swiftly falling dusk he could see they were well-tended, as were the tiny
gardens that fronted them. He noticed slight movement at several curtained
windows and the dark roundness of at least two long gun barrels aimed at him.
Smoke rose from practically every chimney yet no lamp light was visible in any
of the more than two dozen houses of various shapes and sizes that fronted the
street. Dark within and without as the lamplighter stood silent and watchful—and fearful. And he himself was the cause—of the darkness and the fear. He
hurried to catch up to Genie.


“Boston and New York have gas lights in the streets,”
he muttered, as much to have something to say as to cover the shame he felt at
causing so much unnecessary discomfort.


“As does Philadelphia,” Genie answered in a reasonable
if subdued tone. “Just a bit west and south of here.”


The stranger grunted acknowledgment of that truth and
an understanding of the reason for it. He and Genie stood at the intersection
of the lane and the main road where the already lit oil lamps were smoking and
sputtering. They cast a golden glow on the carriages and carts, shops and
stores of the wide avenue that ran perpendicular to Thatcher Lane. It was a
mostly commercial avenue though there were a few houses, all of which appeared
to be owned by a Colored person. Not only was this avenue unfamiliar to him, it
was foreign to him. It was a fully functional commercial street and before this
moment he had not known it existed. “I am Ezra MacKaye,” he said, extending his
hand. “I apologize to you and to your neighbors. I meant you no harm.”


“Eugene Oliver is my name and your apology is
accepted,” Genie replied, returning the firm grip. “And if I can help you, Mr.
MacKaye, talk to that boy for you, I will. Unless you intend to bring harm to
him.”


“And then you’ll not help?”


“I will not.”


They regarded each other. The issue of whether or not
the boy in question was indeed a runaway slave hung like a vapor in the night
air between them, but that no longer was Ezra’s main concern. He kept his
attention on the matter at hand: Eugene Oliver was not a tall man or a large
one—he stood five foot seven or eight, was lithe and wiry, and his clothes
hung loosely on him as if too large. Ezra thought perhaps they’d once belonged
to a larger man and Eugene had received them as hand-me-downs, as was often the
case for poor people no matter their color or gender. Ezra MacKaye towered over
Eugene Oliver as if he were but a youth. He could no doubt overpower and subdue
the smaller man if necessary—but he’d have his work cut out for him: Eugene
Oliver held himself as if ready to spring, all his senses on alert. The white
man, too, was alert, though he felt no need for a defensive posture. Finally,
Ezra spoke. “I am a private enquiry agent, Mr. Oliver.”


“Pinkerton’s?” Genie asked, eyes widening with
interest.


MacKaye’s left eyebrow lifted slightly, as did the
right corner of his mouth. “You know of Pinkerton’s?”


“Everyone knows of Pinkerton’s,” Genie said.


“I was, when I lived in Chicago,” MacKaye said. “I was
sent here to do a job for Pinkerton’s and I found that I preferred Philadelphia
to Chicago. So, now I am a private agent.”


Genie nodded but did not speak, and Ezra told his
story: The son of one of Philadelphia’s wealthy and powerful men had incurred a
gambling debt he could not pay. The young man could not ask his father for
money as it was not the first time he’d incurred such debt, so he stole several
pieces of his mother’s jewelry to pawn and blamed the maid. However, the maid
had been in service to the young man’s family for more years than he had been
on earth. She also was deemed more trustworthy. Caught between his parents’
wrath and his bookmaker’s vengeance, the young man had scarpered. His parents
wanted him—and the jewelry—returned, without involving the police. They hired
Ezra for the job.


“The boy I chased into your lane—and I expect you
know his name and where he lives—shines shoes and runs errands for the guests
of the gambling parlor where the young man in question incurred his debt.”


“That would be Dandy McDaniel’s place at the end of
Essex Street, near the water.” Genie made it a statement and not a question.
Ezra’s eyes narrowed and he nodded. “And the young man in question would be
Edward Cortlandt,” Genie said, “son of Arthur, the banker.”


Ezra erupted. “Confound it, man! How do you know that?
This is a matter of utmost secrecy and delicacy! You can’t just bandy that name
about!”


“But I haven’t bandied it about,” Genie replied
gravely. “I spoke it only to you and you already knew it.”


Ezra calmed himself and met the Black man’s steady
gaze, as much of it as he could see beneath the bowler hat he wore low on his
forehead. Ezra thought the man might be trying to hide his eyes. What he could
see of them remained steady and focused on him. Eyes that Ezra felt would see
inside him.


Philadelphia was home to many Blacks. More, Ezra had
heard it said, than anywhere outside the South. Some were former slaves while
others were born free. More than a few, however, were, in fact, runaways, which
would account for the reaction of the boy he was chasing. Was it possible that
the boy was a runaway slave? Of course, it was possible, Ezra thought to
himself, and he saw the sliver of eyes beneath the low-hanging bowler narrow.
Eugene Oliver was watching him think.


Many of Philadelphia’s Blacks were educated and a few
of them were even wealthy, relatively speaking—the existence of the avenue
where they stood and the lane that ran into it was proof of that—but Ezra had
personal dealings only with Black servants: cooks, maids, shoe-shine boys,
valets, livery attendants. Gene Oliver was proving to be a different
experience. Here was a Black man who, even thinking that Ezra might have been a
slave catcher, strode forward to meet him without a trace of fear. His right
hand, though, was buried deep within his pocket. Now it was Ezra who felt a
prickle of fear as a truth belatedly dawned: Oliver almost certainly had a
weapon—a gun or a knife—and he would not hesitate to protect himself if
necessary!


More and more lately, the Blacks were forced to
protect themselves against impoverished and itinerant European immigrants,
especially the Irish. They seemed to arrive in America with a hard hatred for
the Blacks, as if the Colored people were responsible for the troubles in
Ireland that had caused them to flee their homeland. They brought with them a
determination to challenge the Blacks for a place in the established order. The
passage six years previously of the Fugitive Slave Act seemed to legitimize
their hatred of a people they didn’t know and knew nothing about. Ezra, aware
of how closely Oliver was watching him, extracted a narrow white card from his
waistcoat pocket. “If the boy tells you anything that could be of use to me,
Mr. Oliver, I’d appreciate it if you would let me know.”


Genie accepted the card. “If young Master Cortlandt is
still in Philadelphia, Mr. MacKaye, I will tell you where to find him.” Ezra’s
stare told them how unlikely he found the Colored man’s claim. Genie held the
stare briefly before glancing down at the embossed card she held. “Do you know
your way back to Flegler Street?” That query answered the question of whether
Ezra’s companion could read, and Genie gave directions before he could respond.
“A pleasant evening to you, Mr. MacKaye.” Genie touched her hat, nodded at
Ezra, and turned toward Thatcher Lane and home. She walked slowly, listening
for MacKaye’s footsteps. After a brief hesitation she heard the white man’s long-legged
stride take him away, toward his own part of town. Genie inhaled deeply, with
relief and to fill her lungs with enough air for the low, three-tone whistle
that signaled all clear in the lane. She heard it picked up and carried until
it sounded like a tune in harmony. She felt the fear she’d held since Eli’s
warning finally drain away. She ran her fingers over the raised letters of
Ezra’s card before putting it in her pocket, and she watched Thatcher Lane
return to life. Doors and windows eased open a bit and cooking smells wafted
out onto the night air. Genie’s stomach rumbled. She was tired and hungry as
well as cold, but before she could warm and feed herself she needed to talk to
Eli. 


Able to return to her true self, she walked slowly
down the lane then abruptly turned sideways, flattened her shoulders, and
sidled into a narrow space between two houses. She smiled at the thought of
Ezra MacKaye, or any white man, looking for Eli here. Nobody who didn’t live in
the lane would or could know that behind the buildings on the east side of the
street was an alley of smaller houses, some no more substantial than sheds and
lean-tos, where the poorest Blacks—and the runaway slaves—lived. She stepped
carefully into the Back Street and waited for her eyes to adjust. The meager
glow of the street lamps did not penetrate this darkness, and those who lived
here did not leave their doors and windows open except in the worst of summer’s
heat. She walked slowly, letting people see her in the darkness, letting them
recognize her as one of them, letting them see that they were safe. She stopped
in front of the shack that Eli shared with three other parentless boys but it
was dark and felt empty. 


She raised a hand to knock, then thought better of it.
What could she say? If you boys are runaways, go away before you jeopardize
us all? For it was not Eli’s presence that constituted their jeopardy. The
color of their skin and the fact of their existence was what jeopardized them
all. She had no justification to accuse them.


Genie Oliver turned away from Eli’s door and toward
home, a mere four dozen steps back the other direction, to what probably was
the most substantial structure in the Back Street: A real, if small, house with
a brick foundation, a front porch, a chimney, and a peaked roof instead of a
flat one. A swift but all-seeing glance into the surrounding darkness confirmed
that no other person was present. Genie Oliver stepped up onto the porch,
lifted the latch on the door, and stepped into the home where, with a relieved
sigh, she returned to the self that didn’t require the safety of camouflage.
Miss Eugenia Oliver hastily removed the bowler that hung low on her head to
obscure the woman’s eyes of her face, and the scarf that contained the thick,
heavy hair and gave the bowler its tight fit. She had watched Ezra MacKaye
scrutinize her, had watched him think that she was small for a man, one who
could easily be overcome in a fight. She also realized that while most women
immediately saw through her disguise, no man ever had and probably never would.
She quickly lit the wood that she’d laid in the fireplace that morning, and
also in the stove. By the time she removed the layers of clothes she wore to
give the appearance of more bulk than her slender body possessed, her little
cottage would be warm, too.


Firelight illuminated most of the well-furnished room
but Genie lit two kerosene lamps and the brightness permeated her spirit as
well. She looked around and felt what she always felt when she surveyed her
surroundings: No matter what happened in the outside world, in here she was
clean and safe and comfortable and—free. No, Ezra MacKaye was not a slave
catcher, but one day one of them would recognize her and she’d either have to
kill him or be caught. True, Eugene Oliver was an effective disguise. People
saw what they expected to see and Genie Oliver dressed like a man, therefore he
was a man. Besides, Eugenia Oliver did not exist until a young woman escaped
bondage in Maryland and gave herself that name en route to freedom in
Philadelphia. Now, wrapped tightly and warmly in a heavy robe, her feet snug
within fur-lined animal skin slippers, Genie Oliver banished all thoughts of
slavery and went into the kitchen, hoping that the stew was warm enough to eat
and that the water in the coffee pot was hot enough to brew a strong cup of her
favorite beverage.


She was returning the kerosene lantern to the mantel
when a soft knock on the door almost caused her to drop it. She wrapped her
hand around the derringer, transferred out of habit from street clothes to the
pocket of the robe. She stood silently beside the door, listening. The
whispered words she heard relaxed her and she opened the door. “Come in,
William.”


“I’m sorry to bother you, Eugenia,” William Tillman
said as he entered, appreciating as he always did the simple beauty of the
small house.


“You’re never a bother, William. Come in and warm
yourself.”


He thanked her and stood as close as was safe to the
now roaring fire in the grate. The scent of her stew made his stomach rumble,
and he knew that to delay her meal further would be rude. “You know how much we
appreciate your bravery, Genie, but I do wish you wouldn’t put yourself at risk
that way.”


She smiled at him. Using her name meant that he wasn’t
really angry though certainly he was concerned, as well he might be: What she’d
done was dangerous, but not as dangerous as permitting a white man to wander
their streets at will. Besides, William had been protecting her since her
arrival in Philadelphia and she was used to it. “It is always my intention to
be careful, William, as much as it is to help secure our safety.” She still
caressed the derringer in her pocket. Now she withdrew it and placed it on the
mantel, and he laughed, then sobered as she recounted her conversation with
Ezra MacKaye. He listened, waiting until she finished talking before asking a
question that really was more of a statement.


“So there’s no reason Mr. MacKaye should return here
to Thatcher Lane.”


“None.” She held up his card. “I’ll see him before he
needs to think of Eli again.”


“Are Eli and those other boys safe?”


“As safe as any of us are, William.”


There being no adequate response to that, William
Tillman stood and walked to the door, his body already tensing for the cold air
he’d meet. “I’ll send a message about our next meeting,” he said, shaking her
hand. “Please be careful and safe, Eugenia.”


“You as well, William. And let Adelaide know I’ll see
her bright and early in the morning.” She opened the door and he rushed out
before too much cold air could rush in. She quickly closed the door and stood
before the fire for a moment to banish the chill before serving her dinner.
Their next meeting. Would it be sooner rather than later? There was no way to
know or predict, which meant that they didn’t know whether they would have days
or mere hours to prepare for the arrival of Miss Harriet Tubman and the slaves
she was delivering to freedom. They just had to be ready.


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 


Arthur was there waiting when Genie emerged from the
narrow space between the Back Street and Thatcher Lane, and his warm smile
confirmed that she’d been right to return home the previous night. She could
not, however, free her memory of Abby Read’s invitation to spend the night.
Genie had not been an overnight guest in another’s home since the earliest days
of her escape to freedom. The memory was crystal clear: She was alone and
terrified, in Philadelphia because Blacks could be free here. But how? Where?
Mrs. Carrie Tillman had answered those questions—and many more. These were her
thoughts when she realized that Arthur was watching her, waiting. Had he
spoken?


“So them boys, they gon’ be there waitin’ for you when
you get there, Miss Eugenie. I hope you ain’t mad ’cause I told ’em to go there
’stead of bein’ in me and Mr. William’s way. We got work to do.”


He sounded so contrite that Genie almost laughed. She
just wished she knew what he was talking about. “I can’t imagine what you could
do to make me angry with you, Arthur,” she said. “I can’t imagine being angry
with you.” 


He accepted her praise with a slight bow and continued
his unprecedented monologue. “They was just so worried ’bout you! I told ’em
you can take care of yourself but they said it was the white man they didn’t
trust and I can’t fault ’em for that. I don’t trust no white men, neither.”


Now Genie thought she understood: Absalom and Reverend
Richard Allen were coming to the shop to make certain that Ezra had kept his
word and seen her safely home last night. “You did just right, Arthur. Thank
you.”


He was relieved. Then he looked worried. “You was out
late at night with a white man? Which white man is that, Miss Eugenia, and do
Mr. William know him?”


Now Genie did laugh, and yes, she told him, William
knew who the man was though he hadn’t yet met him. “May I ask a favor of you,
Arthur?” 


“You know you can, Miss Eugenia.”


“Will you please tell William that I think he’s right,
that I do need a horse cart?”


Arthur’s wide grin showed all of his teeth. “He
certainly will like hearing that! He worries ’bout you.”


Genie knew that her friends worried for her safety and
that bothered her. She took great care to keep herself out of harm’s way. In
the current climate, however, being cautious was no guarantee of safety. And
she could not free her mind of the sight of Abby Read—a wealthy white woman—attacked in her own home by a wealthy white man. If Abby Read wasn’t safe
within her home, how could she, Genie Oliver, expect to be safe out in the
street at all hours of the day and night, derringer notwithstanding? Abby
Read. She wished she hadn’t brought Abby Read into her mind. She didn’t
know why thoughts of the woman unnerved her.


“Miss Eugenia?” Arthur had spoken and she hadn’t heard
him. Again.


“I apologize, Arthur. What did you say?”


“Should I tell Mr. William to have a horse cart ready
for you to see this evenin’?”


She shook her head. “No, Arthur. I’ve an appointment
this evening. Will you take me in the morning?”


He agreed, grudgingly and unhappily, and she entered
her shop to satisfy Absalom Jones and Reverend Richard Allen that she had
arrived safely home the previous night and to thank them for their concern.
When they left Adelaide marveled at their names. Genie, who understood
completely, explained it to her: The two boys had managed to escape slavery and
make their way to Philadelphia, anxious to leave every vestige of their
previous life behind, including their names. And to discover that in
Philadelphia two names known to everyone, Black and white, were Absalom Jones
and Reverend Richard Allen! Famous Colored men. Of course they’d want to claim
those names for themselves.


“So that those searching for runaway slaves would not
suspect them?” Adelaide asked skeptically. “Even a stupid slave catcher would
know those two names. And why didn’t Eli take a new name?”


Genie cared deeply for Adelaide but sometimes, like
now, explaining how slavery affected the mind and the spirit felt much too
taxing. She thought she knew why Eli would keep his name: Because his mother
had given him that name and it might be all he had left of her. And for too
many other reasons to count. As for Absalom and Richard, Genie could easily
imagine that their previous names had been bestowed by slave owners, many of
whom chose Greek or Latin names for their slaves, often to mock what they
considered heathen names of a heathen people. So certainly they would not have
wanted to keep Tiberius or Agamemnon as their names in their new, free world.
Yes, those names would not only mark them as slaves, but they would also have
reminded them of a hated past. Unfortunately, their newly chosen names could
betray them as well. “Richard thinks their chosen names may have the opposite
effect,” Genie said, hoping that Adelaide understood, wishing that she knew
someone who would, could, understand.


 


✴   ✴
  ✴


 


Abby Read and Maggie Juniper served breakfast to their
guests—five men who politely and appreciatively ate the heaping servings of
eggs, bacon, sausages, potatoes and biscuits, and drank coffee by the pot—no
tea drinkers here. All five had their white linen napkins tucked into their
shirt fronts to protect their business suits against spills, and all five read
newspapers. Only Ezra MacKaye engaged the women in conversation, inquiring
about their health, especially Maggie, and whispering to Abby that Charles
Gresham was in more trouble than he had money to buy his way out of.


“Does that mean he’ll not be back to bother me?” Abby
whispered.


Ezra scowled. “He knows that I live here. He won’t
return.”


Both women wanted to inquire after Eugenia Oliver but
neither thought such a query appropriate, though for different reasons. If
Maggie had been privy to Genie’s thoughts she’d have assured her that she
understood, and she did. Not only had she immediately known that Genie was a
woman dressed in men’s clothing, she’d recognized her for the slave that she’d
once been: because of the kitchen cloth she’d wrapped around her head, the
disused bed sheet she’d wrapped around herself as a makeshift apron, the bare
feet that peeked from beneath the skirts, and the lowered eyes that never met
those of the white men in authority. She recognized and understood these
behaviors because she’d been taught to recognize them by her husband, Jack
Juniper, himself an escaped slave who spent his life at sea, not because he
wished to be away from his wife and daughter but because he wished to remain
free. He would be home in two months, perhaps to remain for twice that long.
She wondered if Jack and Eugenia would feel comfortable enough with each other
to be friends. She certainly intended to attempt friendship with this woman
that Abby found so “unlikely.” Abby was pouring more coffee for Ezra MacKaye
when Maggie saw that she leaned in close and said something, and given the
length of his reply, Maggie thought she’d probably asked about Genie Oliver.


“I did,” Abby acknowledged when the men were gone to
their employment and they were alone in the kitchen. “I was concerned that
she’d have to walk home alone but Mr. MacKaye spied a horse cart with a Colored
driver—and one who knew Mistress Oliver—so he was confident that she arrived
safely home. I was much relieved to hear it.”


“As am I,” Maggie replied, wondering how Genie Oliver
was known by a horse cart driver, one of the many things she wondered about the
woman. At the top of the list was the electricity that passed between Genie and
Abby when they met. Maggie had known Abby Read since they were children and
while she easily understood the rejection of Charles Gresham—he was a swine—there were other suitors whom Abby had rejected and Maggie did not understand
the reason: intelligent, charming, handsome, wealthy young men, all rejected by
Abby for reasons that she could not fully explain. Now, after witnessing what
passed between Genie and Abby, Maggie thought that perhaps she did understand,
though she most certainly could not explain it.


“Do you find her unusual, Maggie?”


“I find her . . . interesting,” Maggie replied.


“Why do you think she wears men’s clothes?”


Ah! “Many women disguise themselves to buy a measure
of safety if they must be out alone,” Maggie said, and added, “especially
Colored women.” Most women sought to travel with friends or relatives so as not
to be alone but when company was not available and walking to and from work was
the only means of getting there, a disguise provided some protection from the
unwanted, and potentially dangerous, attention of men, both Colored and white.


After a moment Abby said, “Let’s visit the dress shop
where she works. I’d like to see it.”


“And I’d like to see it again,” Maggie replied.


 


✴   ✴
  ✴


 


Genie and Adelaide would not have welcomed two
additional visitors to the shop that day. From the moment they unlocked the
front door there had been a steady stream of patrons seeking warm clothes in
preparation for the winter that was getting closer with each passing day. It
was the end of November, and snow flurries swirled in the sky almost every day.
The women were grateful that the pace of donations kept up with the need for
warm clothes, and for the first time, shoes were among the donated items. Genie
thought immediately of Eli and Richard and Absalom and the other boys who tied
rags on their feet or went barefoot in the ice and snow, and she put the
largest shoes aside for them—years of working and walking barefoot resulted in
very wide feet.


“You know, you have your own small army,” Adelaide
said to Genie when they finally were alone and able to eat a bite.


“Army?” Genie was puzzled and confused.


“Those boys, those parentless, homeless boys, like the
ones who were here this morning and wouldn’t leave until they saw you safe.
They would do anything for you. I know you feed them, Genie—we all know—even
though you believe it to be a secret. And you clothe them and talk to them and
give them the kind of information they need to be safe and—”


Genie lifted her hand to silence her friend. Her
relationship to those boys was not a discussion she could or would have with
someone who didn’t understand being alone and afraid. Genie helped those boys
because she could, because if she didn’t, perhaps no one else would, and
certainly the boys never would ask for help. She inhaled deeply and recalled
her own early days in this city and knew that she, too, could have been
barefoot and homeless. She was not, because she had stolen money from her
master who was dead by her hand. She found her way to Philadelphia because she
could read. Her mistress had seen to her education. Certainly, that was a gift
but not one given out of kindness. Genie would forever hear the woman’s voice
proclaiming that she’d rather be dead than live in a house with an
ignorant Black heathen. She’ll learn how to read or I’ll beat the Black off of
her. And she survived and thrived because of Carrie Tillman’s goodness. “I
do what I can and what I must, Adelaide. No more, no less.”


“You’re a good woman, Genie Oliver, and a good
friend.”


“Thank you, Adelaide. I pray that you always think
so.” She stood up with a grimace at the pile of clothes that still surrounded
her. “I must go. We’ll begin again tomorrow.” She went to the back to change
her clothes and added a second scarf when Adelaide called out that it was
snowing again. Then she grabbed a pair of shoes and socks for Eli and rushed
out, hoping that she would arrive at the meeting place behind Christ Church
before Ezra MacKaye so that Eli would have time to put on the shoes and socks.


 


✴   ✴
  ✴


 


Ezra was a quarter of an hour early. He knew where the
church was, as did most residents of Philadelphia City, but he’d never been
inside. Seen at close proximity for the first time on a cold, blustery late
November night, the massive stone structure seemed to loom out of the darkness
like an island in the sea. Light surrounded and bathed it and made it seem to
exude warmth and comfort. Ezra was impressed that stone could feel anything but
cold and forbidding, and he wondered if it was a trick of lighting. People were
entering as if it were a Sunday morning instead of a Thursday evening, and he
realized that the Evensong was about to begin.


He huddled within his coat, wrapped his scarf tighter,
and made his way to the building’s rear, hoping that the sense of warmth
carried over to the back side though even if it did, he thought as he turned
the corner, the light would not. 


“Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson and Betsy Ross all
said their prayers here at one time,” he heard from the darkness. Genie
Oliver’s voice, confident and reassuring, put him at ease, though she did not
make herself more than a shadow until Ezra was all the way behind the church
and fully concealed by the darkness. “Thank you for coming, Mr. MacKaye.” 


Genie emerged fully from the shadows in her disguise,
and though it was what Ezra expected, he still found himself slightly
disoriented by the sight. This was, he knew, quite a beautiful woman but he
could not find her beneath the layers of male clothing. “I am pleased to see
you again, though I thought I’d be early. I suppose I should have known
better,” he said dryly.


Her mouth twitched in what may have been a suppressed
smile though it was too dark to be certain. She had arrived early, correctly
guessing that Eli would, too. She wanted to give him his shoes and socks and
time to put them on before their meeting. The boy was momentarily speechless,
then, by turns, disbelieving and excited. He dropped to the ground, dressed his
feet, then stood and paced about for several seconds, his arms extended
sideways as if for balance. Then he performed a brief march, halting it quickly
as Ezra arrived and molding himself to the church wall, invisible in the
darkness.


“I do wish I had better news for you.”


“But your note said you had the information I wanted!
I took that to mean that you know where to find young Cortlandt!” he exclaimed,
adding sourly that anyway the information may have come too late to benefit
him.


Ignoring that, Genie said, “I do know where he is. I
also know that he’s being held for ransom.”


“The devil he is!” Ezra couldn’t contain his anger and
frustration any longer. “Where is he and how much do they want?” 


“It’s not money they want,” Genie said quietly, and
waited for Ezra to calm himself before she answered. “They want assurances from
his father regarding the placement of new stops along the railroad line.”


“But Arthur Cortlandt is a banker!” Ezra exclaimed,
anger returning.


“Who just bought a railroad,” Genie replied with calm
reasoning.


Ezra stood breathing for a moment, thinking about what
he had just heard, recalling the recent debate about expanding railroad service
from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, and New York. Before he could pose
a question, though, Genie Oliver said, “Best let Eli tell you all about it,”
and Eli stepped forward, nothing more than a shadow in motion. “You remember
Eli, Mr. MacKaye.” It was not a question.


“Good evening, Eli.”


“’Evenin’, suh.”


“I’m sorry I frightened you the other day and after
the events of recent days, I’ll be a hundred years old before I ever chase another
Colored person. I hope you will forgive me.”


Eli didn’t say anything but Ezra heard him expel
breath. The boy was not entirely certain that he could trust Miss Eugenie’s
claim that he should trust the white man. Eli inhaled deeply several times and
began to talk. The story he told was of wealthy, older men from New York and
Chicago who lured young Cortlandt into their poker game. They let him first win
a little, then lose a little, win a bit more, then lose more and more, until he
had no hope of ever breaking even. Then they had their leverage. It took a
while for young Edward to understand that the men didn’t want money from him.
He drank to excess and even when sober he was not a quick thinker. Even after
he stole his mother’s jewelry, worth much more than the small fortune he’d
gambled away, and the men refused to accept it as payment, he still didn’t
fully understand their intentions. Until the morning they’d snatched him out of
the back alley behind the house on Poplar Street where he’d been renting a room
and took him to a private railway car down by the docks, where they forced him
to write the ransom demand to his father.


Ezra was silent for a long moment. “There’s a question
I must ask, Eli, and I don’t wish to be insulting. But how do you know all
this? Were you present at these poker games, at the abduction?”


“Yippie tol’ me.”


“Who?”


Genie interceded. “The New York man is Dutch.
Van-Something his name is. Eli can’t pronounce it. His servant is an old man,
born on an upstate New York plantation. His name is Dutch, too, and Eli said it
sounds something like Yippie.”


“But why would these men carry out such a scheme in
the presence of witnesses?” Ezra found it too much to believe.


“That’s a question you can answer better than I can,
Mr. MacKaye: Why do your people treat us as if we’re invisible, blind and deaf?
But the easy answer in this case is that the New York Dutchman doesn’t know his
loyal old slave speaks and understands English.”


Ezra heard the dry irony in Genie Oliver’s voice and
he thought he heard Eli stifle a snort. He was already wondering whether to
snatch Edward Cortlandt from the train car before it was moved, or tell old man
Cortlandt of the ransom demand first. He reached into his pocket and withdrew
several coins. “I’m very grateful for your assistance, Eli,” he said, knowing
that to offer money to Genie Oliver would be an insult.


Even though their eyes had adjusted to the deep
darkness they still were just shadows to each other, but the sound of the money
was distinctive. “You don’t have t’ give me no money. I’m just doin’ a favor
for Miss Eugenie.”


“Take the money, Eli,” Genie said softly, and the boy
slowly stretched his hand forward, prepared to snatch it back if necessary, if
the man was trying to trick him. He leaned forward and watched as Ezra counted
five half-dollar pieces into his hand; then he held his hand close to his face
to better see what was there. Then he looked from the white man whom he still
didn’t trust to the Black woman whom he did trust, his expression a question.
“You earned the money, Eli. I thank you and Mr. MacKaye thanks you. Your
information is very helpful.”


Eli nodded and touched his cap, whispered his thanks,
then turned and swiftly vanished into the darkness, his feet making a
shuffling, scraping sound. Ezra remembered that the boy was barefoot when he
last saw him and he thought it likely that Eugenia Oliver was responsible for
the shoes, though he really had no basis for the thought.


“Miss Eugenie?” The question came from the dark and
from closer than Ezra would have guessed, and it unnerved him. He thought that
Eli had disappeared into the night. “Wit’ some a’ this money, can I buy me some
more warm clothes and some food?”


“Go see Miss Adelaide, Eli. Tell her I said to come.
Go to the back door. Knock two times, wait, then knock one time.”


There was no further sound from the cold darkness. Eli
was gone. Genie and Ezra moved closer together so that their conversation was
no more than whispers.


“This information is reliable?” Ezra asked.


“It is.”


“Do you know where that rail car is going?”


“I do,” Genie replied with more gravity than Ezra so
far had heard in her voice, “and that is a matter of great concern.” She
inhaled deeply, expelled the breath, and continued. “It will go to an unused
spur on the Reading line.”


“It’s deserted, isolated?” Ezra asked, calculating how
many men he would need to hire to surround and take the train and free Edward
Cortlandt.


“It is. Which is why it is a stop on the Underground
Railroad.”


The air around them stilled as Genie Oliver revealed
information about herself that only two other human beings knew. Ezra MacKaye
knew that his response to that knowledge would forever put him on One Side or
The Other, would make his actions of recent days and weeks pale in comparison.
Rescuing a girl from the clutches of renegade slave catchers was one thing.
Abetting the escape of slaves was quite another. “What are you thinking,
Genie?” 


“That we must stop the train and take young Cortlandt
before it reaches the depot.”


Ezra posed his next question carefully. “Is it not
possible to wait for the train at the depot and then . . . ”


“A shipment is scheduled to arrive there in two
nights’ time and there is no way to stop it.” Genie paused a moment to give her
words time to find meaning in the man’s mind. “Two families from Maryland,
going on to Albany, New York.” Genie paused again. “Mrs. Tubman will be
bringing them.”


“Great God Almighty!” Ezra exclaimed.


“There are those who think she is.”


“So, we must stop a moving train and rescue a hostage
without being arrested or killed,” Ezra mused.


“Or blow it up where it sits,” Genie said.


“Edward Cortlandt would be killed,” Ezra said in a
tight voice.


“Better than Mrs. Tubman being caught,” Genie said in
so cold a tone that Ezra shivered, and the November night air was not to blame.
He wondered, not for the first time, who Eugenia Oliver really was.


“There must be a way for us both to achieve our
goals.”


“Does that mean you don’t intend to report the
imminent arrival of Mrs. Tubman? The bounty on her head is considerable.”


“I told Abigail Read and Maggie Juniper when I first
met them that I was not a slave catcher, that I despised all like them and the
work they did, and now I will tell you the same thing: Slavery is an
abomination and should be ended. I will do nothing to perpetuate the practice.”


“Good,” Genie said, silently praying that this man
would not betray her trust in him. “Then yes, I do have an idea for the rescue
of young Cortlandt. But first I think you should tell his papa the situation,
tell him you have matters under control, and get money from him. Enough to
purchase chloroform and the services of six strong men.” 


The silence that met Genie’s idea told her that Ezra
MacKaye was rendered speechless—with anger or amazement, she wasn’t certain
which—so she hastened to explain that she would arrange for a break in the
track that would derail the train. The two men guarding Edward Cortlandt would
have to exit the car, in the pitch darkness, to investigate. They would be
subdued and rendered unconscious with the chloroform, allowing for the rescue
of young Cortlandt. Ezra then could deliver all three to Cortlandt Senior,
collect his payment, and be hailed a hero. And Mrs. Tubman could deliver her
shipment in peace—and in secrecy. 


More silence, and since Genie had nothing more to say
she could only wait. Finally, Ezra spoke, asking two questions: Was Genie
certain there would be but two guards with Edward, and where would the break in
the track occur? Genie had both answers and she felt more than heard Ezra’s
acceptance. Then, there was another query: The cost of the chloroform?


“I . . . don’t know . . . exactly . . .” she said
warily.


Ezra understood immediately, having made more than a
few similar, questionable arrangements himself: She very well could be paying
more for a few men’s silence than for the drug itself. “Fortunately, Mr.
Cortlandt lives nearby. Will you wait here for me?”


“No, Mr. MacKaye. I am cold and hungry and I want to
go home. I will meet you in the morning after I have completed the purchase of
a horse cart—you say where and when.”


Ezra gave a dry chuckle. “A very wise purchase, Miss
Oliver.”


Genie’s chuckle was even drier. “I’m glad you approve,
Mr. MacKaye.”


“I maintained my office on Flegler Street—”


She interrupted him with an apology and the opinion
that she might well not be a welcome visitor there, either as Eugene or Genie,
adding that it also might not be wise for them to be seen together. She
suggested instead her shop, adding that he could enter unseen from the rear if
he preferred, though, she said, few, if any, would pay him notice if he entered
through the front door. He grunted and asked for the address, which she gave
him. “What time?” he asked.


“I arrive at nine o’clock and have no plans to leave,”
she replied, and after sending regards to Miss Read and Mrs. Juniper, she
wished him a good evening and left him in the darkness behind the massive
church. Alone, he realized that he was cold to the bone and lightly covered
with a snow that he hadn’t realized was falling. He pulled his scarf tighter
around his neck, pulled his hat further down on his head, and hurried out to
the street where he ran to catch the first horse bus he saw, not caring where
it was going. He’d plot his destination when he warmed up. For now, he wanted
to think quietly about his conversation with Eugenia Oliver, about all that was
implied as well as what had been said. And he wondered whether he’d have an
opportunity to meet Harriet Tubman.


 


✴   ✴
  ✴


 


If he had posed that question to Genie she would have
responded, Certainly not! She herself had never met the woman called the Moses
of her people, and she didn’t know anyone who had, not even William. The people
in direct communication with Mrs. Tubman did not know the people who made the
arrangements for her arrival. It was their job—Genie and Willian—to prepare
the place and have it ready in two days’ time. The travelers would arrive when
they arrived. Genie and William would be told only that they had arrived
safely—or not—and the latter had never occurred.


Genie huddled deeply into her coat and prepared for
the long, frigid walk home when she heard her name whispered. She whirled
around to find Eli standing beside a horse cart driven by Arthur! She clambered
up into the wagon and gratefully wrapped herself in the blanket Eli offered
while he wrapped himself in another. She greeted Arthur warmly and knew from
his smile that the cart was hers, which made her even more grateful at not
having to walk home. She felt almost warm despite the light snow that still
fell. Assuming that the men hadn’t had
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