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PART ONE


I have just received your line by Mr Deny and commit to his and your care and to all wise Providence the precious Charge that has been for a few short days sheltered beneath my humble roof, from the foul soul catcher of our detestable South. Oh may the God of the oppressed speed this interesting refugee from our southern prison-house to a land where slavery is not known.

LETTER FROM WILLIAM M. CLARKE TO GERRIT SMITH, OCTOBER 25, 1839

I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.

JOHN BROWN, ON THE WAY TO HIS EXECUTION






CHAPTER ONE

Cain had been awakened by the frenzied whinnying of a horse below his window in the street. Still half asleep, his head throbbing and barley soaked, he recalled the dream he’d had of the place called Buena Vista. The brave, foolish Mexicans throwing wave upon wave against the left flank of the American line, the slaughter coming so easily it made him sick at heart. Later, when the sheer size of Santa Anna’s charge had overrun the American position and captured the wounded left behind, Cain, his leg shattered, lay helplessly among them. He remembered the cries of his comrades as the enemy had gone from soldier to soldier with a bayonet, silencing them with ‘Recuerde Agua Nueva’. After that, as night crept in over the high desert and the stars flashed like sparks from a grindstone, there was the stillness of what he felt had to be the approach of death. And finally, opening his eyes upon the mestiza girl hovering over him, her dark head aglow in morning sunlight, his first thought was that she was some otherworldly creature come to usher him to Hades. Now in bed, staring up at the stained ceiling of his room, the thought of that girl, the silken feel of her skin, the playful glint of her black eyes, caused an ache such as he had not felt for years to rise up in his chest like a wave of seawater slamming into him. He sat up, barely able to catch his breath. Cain, he heard her whisper to him. Cain.

It was then that a loud knock erupted against his door.

‘Go away,’ he called. He figured it was Antoinette, the elderly madam of the house, coming to inform him he’d have to vacate the room for paying customers.

The knock came again, more insistent this time, the side of a large fist hammering the wood in anger.

‘The devil take you,’ Cain called out, looking for something to heave at the noise. ‘If you don’t—’

But suddenly the door flew open and two men burst in. They were both armed, and Cain’s thoughts ran immediately to the possibility that he was about to be robbed. One of the two intruders was of considerable size, tall and heavy limbed, thick through the belly, with a bushy beard and small iron-colored eyes like a pig’s. He wore farmer’s clothing, a floppy brimmed hat and muddied boots, and he brought with him into the room the acrid smell of the barnyard. He carried a Shaffer single-barrel shotgun in one big paw, and while he didn’t actually aim the thing at Cain, he kept it at the ready. The other intruder was older and slight of build, a dignified-looking man of the southern planter class, not tall so much as a man whose erect bearing and good breeding gave the impression of size. He was well-dressed in a brown riding coat, knee-length boots burnished to a high shine, and black leather gloves. He had the sharp features of a red-tailed hawk and cold, blue-gray eyes that fixed Cain where he lay with an imperious gaze. On his hip, he carried a sidearm, a pearl-handled, small-caliber pocket revolver, a pretty weapon of the sort that riverboat gamblers kept in their coat pockets and women carried in their purses. The two made an unlikely pair of robbers, but you could never tell in this part of the city. Cain glanced around, searching for his own weapon. It lay across the room on the bureau, above which hung a cracked mirror. Damn, he thought.

‘What in the hell you think you’re doing?’ Cain cried.

It was the old man who spoke up. ‘I’ve come for money,’ he said.

Cain laughed at that. ‘If you’ve a notion to rob me, mister, you’re up a creek without a paddle.’

The well-dressed man offered a patronizing smile to this comment. There was, Cain felt, something familiar about that gesture, about his mouth and the haughty way he looked at Cain, though he couldn’t place him. Certainly, he’d seen his ilk before.

‘I’ve come only for what you owe me.’ When Cain furrowed his brow in bewilderment, the man added, ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’

‘Should I?’

‘Last Saturday night,’ the man explained, removing his gloves one finger at a time. When his gloves were off, he unconsciously rubbed the palm of his left hand, where a knotted scar snaked across it from little finger to thumb. It was the sort of wound that would have been made had he grabbed hold of a knife blade in self-defense. ‘At the Morgan Brothers.’

Cain still drew a blank. There had been so many such evenings of gambling and drinking of late, that like the others, this one formed a grayish blank in his mind, as if burned away with a branding iron.

‘My aces beat your queens,’ the man offered.

Only then did it come back to Cain how he knew the man. He never forgot a hand, especially a losing one. It had been in one of the back rooms of the Morgan Brothers, a well-known gambling establishment in Richmond. He fumbled around in his thoughts and then the name appeared with the aces: Eberly. A wealthy tobacco planter with a reputation for losing a thousand dollars on a single hand, as if it were so much paper. The card game, attended by mostly wealthy merchants and plantation owners, should have been much too rich for Cain’s blood. But he’d been drinking heavily and he felt he could part them from some of their money, and when he’d seen the three ladies turn up in his hand like a rainbow after a string of bad weather, he’d felt lucky, and he wasn’t going to let such an opportunity slip through his fingers. So he’d cast reason to the wind and stayed in the hand much longer than sense should have allowed or means should have permitted. All the while, he recalled this Eberly sitting back staring over his cards at him with that cool, hard glare and that smile that stuck in his craw like bad corn liquor. The son of a bitch’s just bluffing, Cain kept telling himself. He felt he knew when someone wasn’t holding anything. It was only after he’d seen the three aces spread out over the table and glanced up to that smile of Eberly’s that he realized just how wrong he’d been.

‘Yes, I recall it now,’ he said, getting up. He was wearing only a pair of drawers. Grabbing what clothes he could find strewn on the floor and tangled among the sheets, he quickly dressed. He didn’t want to be in the vulnerable position of negotiating without his pants on, for now he figured he must have owed the man some money, and they would have to arrive at some reasonable schedule and terms for the repayment of the debt. But, of course, the old man would have to get in line behind the others to whom he owed money. He pulled on his trousers and his shirt, which smelled of stale whiskey and even staler sex. He wondered if there had been a woman last night and how much money Antoinette had fleeced him for her services. But try as he might, he couldn’t remember, which he took as a blessing. Nor could he remember where he’d left his boots. They were an old but still serviceable pair, purchased during better times from McElheny and Sons, one of the best booteries in the city.

‘I am presently, sir, somewhat short on readily available funds,’ he told the man as he searched the room for his boots. ‘But I soon expect to be in a position to make good on whatever debts I’ve incurred to you. Plus a fair rate of interest. You have my word as a gentleman.’

‘A gentleman?’ Eberly scoffed, offering up that smile of his.

‘Yes. As one gentleman to another,’ Cain shot back, annoyed at his tone.

Cain was, in fact, already in debt to half a dozen others because of his gambling. What he could now count among his worldly possessions were those few things in the room with him, some eleven dollars plus loose change on the dresser, his clothes, his gun and holster, a silver flask. There were a few more items at his room in the boardinghouse but nothing of real value. Not counting his saddle and saddlebags, and, of course, his horse, which he had stabled at Fogg’s Livery over on Franklin, he was penniless.

Where are my damn boots, he cursed to himself, glancing around the room. He squatted down to look under the bed, his head throbbing, his right leg, the bad one, bellowing with pain. There, he came across a large pair of women’s lacy underdrawers, an unemptied bedpan oozing a sour stench, and a bottle of Moody’s Pain Elixir, a patented laudanum medicine. He picked up the bottle, hoping at least a sip remained, but sadly discovered it to be bone-dry. He also found one boot hidden behind the bedpan. Where its twin could be, he hadn’t the faintest notion. He grabbed the boot and hobbled over to a cane-back chair near the window to pull it on. Fortunately, it was the boot for his left leg, the good one, so perhaps his luck hadn’t completely abandoned him after all. If he had to kick someone, at least it would be with his booted good leg. Cain’s gambler mind was already working the options, doing the best with the hand he was dealt, jumping ahead to the possibilities of the situation he found himself in.

‘How much is it that I owe you?’ Cain asked. He figured it might be fifty. Perhaps, if he had been really corned and had thrown caution completely to the wind, a hundred. Even drunk, he never went in the hole for more than that. It was one of his rules.

‘I hold an IOU, with your signature, for three hundred dollars,’ said Eberly.

Three hundred! Cain thought. Good God!

‘It is now past due,’ the old man said, ‘and I am here to collect.’

Cain couldn’t recall signing anything like that, though he didn’t doubt the possibility that he had. He knew that, when in a certain state of inebriation and in the midst of a card game, it was quite likely that he’d signed an IOU, especially when he was holding a hand he felt he couldn’t lose with or if he’d sensed that his fortunes were about to take a turn for the better. He’d made such a mistake before, in fact, many times. Just never for so much.

‘As I have already mentioned,’ he explained to this Eberly, ‘you’ve caught me at a bad time, sir. But I will be more than happy to honor my debt fully in short order. We can shake on it if you’d like,’ Cain said, offering his hand as collateral to his word. Eberly just stared at the proffered hand, and Cain, after an awkward moment, let it drop to his side.

The son of bitch, Cain thought angrily to himself.

Right then the whinnying noise out in the street commenced again, and Cain turned and glanced out the window. A man seated in a wagon filled with coal was flogging an old roan nag with a rawhide whip. The road was muddy and the wagon’s wheels embedded in the muck, and it was obvious the load was far too much for the animal. The horse’s back was flayed almost raw, yet the man continued to strike the poor creature. Cain couldn’t stand to witness such treatment of a horse. He was fond of horses, felt they had more common sense and loyalty than most people he knew, and under different circumstances he would have called down to the man to desist, might even have rushed out into the street and confronted him. But he had his own concerns right now.

Antoinette’s was in Shockoe Bottom, down near the waterfront, a rough, squalid section of Richmond composed of cheap doggeries and gaming houses, cockfighting pits and faro banks, and brothels like the one he was in. It being springtime, the roads were muddy and deeply rutted. Street vendors and fishwives were pushing carts and calling out their wares. The dead-fish-and-sewage stench of the river floated on the air of this fine, bright morning. Dowling’s, a boardinghouse where he had lived on and off for the past two years, was just two streets over. Ships were anchored at the wharves, and small boats plied the James. To the west, past the canal, he saw a train crossing the Richmond and Dunville Railroad Bridge. Beyond that were the smokestacks of the Tredegar Iron Works, and farther out, in the middle of the river, Belle Isle. In front of Antoinette’s, he spied a young Negro boy holding two horses.

‘I have made it a rule not to conduct business on credit,’ Eberly said.

‘I am only asking that you give me some time.’

‘I’ve already given you a week.’

‘But I am good for it, sir. Ask anyone in Richmond. They’ll vouchsafe Augustus Cain’s word.’

‘I have,’ the man said cynically. ‘That’s why I am demanding payment now.’

Cain, who had something of a temper, had struck men for much less, especially if his sense of honor was at stake. He knew his frailties and faults as well as any man did his own shortcomings, but he held firmly to the conviction, even now in his present humble circumstances, that he was at his core an honorable man, despite any and all evidence to the contrary. When he was twelve he’d gotten into a fight with a much older boy when the other had made a reference about Cain’s father having a mistress in town. Though Cain knew the accusation to be true, he went at the boy savagely, with fists and boots and teeth, whereupon the larger boy thrashed him soundly, bloodying his nose and blackening both his eyes. It wasn’t out of love certainly that he defended his father, perhaps not even out of begrudging respect for the man. Rather it was out of some quaint notion of family honor, of respecting his name and, too, the memory of his beloved mother. Later, when he was a man, in a card game a Yankee businessman had once made the mistake of accusing him of cheating. Cain had reached across the table and grabbed the man by the throat and started to throttle him. When the Yank tried to draw a piddling little vest-pocket derringer on him, Cain had slapped it out of his hand and placed his own gun against the man’s skull. He told him he’d either have an apology or the man’s brains on the spot. The man promptly apologized. But Cain was also a realist. He was outnumbered now, they were armed and he wasn’t, and he was still feeling the immobilizing effects of a sour-mash-and-laudanum hangover. Besides, he was wearing only one boot. He was more than a fair street fighter, but he didn’t like to engage in fisticuffs without his boots on, which limited his capabilities.

‘You won’t get blood from a stone,’ he replied.

‘I am prepared to squeeze as hard as it takes,’ Eberly countered. ‘I have friends in high places in Richmond. And I am well aware of your other creditors.’

‘That’s my damn business,’ Cain shouted. It seemed that this Eberly knew quite a bit about him.

‘Passing IOUs you have no intention of making good on could land you in prison.’

‘Go ahead and try it,’ Cain bluffed. Still, he didn’t relish the notion of jail. He wasn’t the sort of man that could abide being locked up, told when to eat, when to shit, when to sleep. He’d been to jail twice, once in the war, and then two years earlier he’d spent six months in the county jail for assaulting a man who turned out to be a judge, and so he knew a little about such accomodations. He already disliked this Eberly. He knew his sort. The wealthy planter who treated the rest of the world as if they were his slaves, the kind of man who thought he could buy anything he wanted.

‘You think you can scare me?’ Cain said.

‘I’ll have satisfaction, one way or the other,’ replied Eberly, throwing a sideways glance at his burly companion.

Cain wondered now if the big man’s presence was intended to bully him into settling accounts. He’d known of men who brought along such characters as this to exact payment of debts. Enforcers. Shoulder hitters.

‘Who do you think you’re dealing with?’ Cain scoffed.

With a glance from Eberly, the big man stepped forward. ‘I reckon you’ll want to square up with Mr Eberly now, you know what’s good for you.’

‘Is that so?’ Cain replied.

‘Yes sir,’ the man said, resting the shotgun against the door and pushing back the sleeves of his coat.

Cain hadn’t paid much attention to the man before this, but now he sized him up as a possible adversary. He was big, about Cain’s own height, but powerfully built, must have outweighed him by sixty pounds. His fists were broad and gnarled, his forearms knotted with muscle like those of a smithy. Cain suspected that on his best day he’d have more than he could handle with this man, but hungover as he was now and missing a boot, he wouldn’t give three-to-one odds on himself. He quickly glanced over at his revolver again. He guessed that by the time he got to it, pulled it from the holster, and cocked it, they’d have had ample opportunity to use their own weapons. He felt in the back pocket of his pants for his blackjack but was hardly surprised not to find it there. Not the way his luck was going today. So Cain stood, fists clenched at his sides, his one booted foot prepared for a kick to the man’s groin should it come to that.

But the old man suddenly intervened. ‘Wait, Strofe,’ he said, with a hand to the other’s shoulder. ‘I have an offer to make you, Cain.’

‘An offer?’

‘I’ve been told that you are quite skilled at catching slaves.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘A Palmer Whitcomb, from down Petersburg way.’

He remembered Whitcomb, all right, as well as the runaway he’d hired Cain to catch. Eben. A tall, striking-looking buck with a brand on his right cheek, punishment for an earlier escape attempt. Whitcomb had been willing to pay Cain two hundred dollars for the slave’s return, a quite sizable sum for an unskilled field hand, especially given that the usual reward for the capture of a slave was fifty dollars if caught within the state, double that if he’d crossed over into a free state. He had tracked Eben for several weeks, catching him finally in Baltimore, where he had kin. There was something else, too, that Cain recalled about this particular runaway. Whitcomb had a young daughter who’d secretly taken a fancy to Eben. When it came to light that her virtue had been compromised and that she was in a family way, and that the father was none other than Eben himself, Whitcomb had wanted him back in the worst way. Of course, that wasn’t any of Cain’s business. Why an owner was willing to pay good money for a slave’s return and what he did with him once he got him back, well, that wasn’t any of his concern.

‘Palmer spoke quite highly of your skill as a slave catcher,’ Eberly offered. ‘I am prepared to make you an offer.’

‘What sort of offer?’

‘I have two runaways. A buck and a young wench. I am willing to write off your debt, if you bring them back for me.’

‘Not interested.’

‘Hear me out, Cain. I am even prepared to pay you a modest reward for their capture and return.’

‘Like I said, I’m not interested.’

Cain hadn’t gone after a runaway in months. He’d grown tired of working for men like Eberly, wealthy planters who treated him like the dirt beneath their boots, men who thought their money made him their nigger. Tired of having to grease the palms of corrupt jailers or being honeyfuggled by thieving auction agents trying to cheat him out of his reward. Tired of being shot at by abolitionists, chased by vigilance committees, pelted by stones and rotten fruit thrown by anti-slavery crowds up North, spat upon by uppity Yankees who looked down their goddamned noses at someone like him, just trying to make a living. Tired, too, of fighting with fugitives, of fending off blows, of having knives or razor blades pulled on him (snaking down over his chest was a jagged pink scar from where a runaway had cut him with a razor, this after he’d been decent enough to take the irons off the black bastard so he could eat). He was tired of sleeping on the ground, eating jerked beef and not bathing for weeks. Tired of freezing his tail off waiting in the night outside some cheap doggery, hoping to catch a drunken runaway come staggering out. In short, he’d had his bellyful of the whole stinking business. For a long time now, he’d been hoping to make a change, just waiting for his luck to pick up some wind, to make a big killing at the card table or faro banks, and using his winnings to head out west and try his hand at something new. Something that wouldn’t put him at the beck and call of men like this Eberly.

‘You’re hardly in a position to refuse me, Cain.’

Cain stared at him and snorted. ‘Go to hell. Find yourself some other bootlick, Eberly.’

The old man nodded condescendingly. ‘You own a chestnut stallion?’

‘It’s not for sale.’

Eberly then removed a piece of paper from the pocket of his waistcoat and strode across the room, his boot heels clicking loudly on the wooden floor. He waved it in front of Cain.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

‘A bill of sale,’ Eberly explained.

‘For what?’

‘For your horse.’

‘What? How in hell did you come by that?’ Cain cursed. He tried to snatch the paper from the man, but Eberly pulled it back with surprising speed and returned it to his pocket.

‘I guess you were drunker than you recollected. You put the animal up as surety against the promissory note. I am here to collect what I am owed.’

Son of a whore, Cain cursed to himself. He’d wager most things he owned – his last two bits, his gun, his boots, even the flask his father had given him – but he’d never put up Hermes. No matter how drunk, no matter how good a hand he held, no matter how much he was losing, his horse was off limits. He’d had him for almost eight years. Had purchased him shortly after he’d returned from the war in Mexico, when he’d first gotten in the slave-catching business and often had to travel long distances. Fifteen hands, a chestnut Arabian stallion with a blaze, Hermes was the finest piece of horseflesh he’d ever seen: fast and sleek as a white-tailed deer, sure-footed as a catamount, the horse never spooked, could go forty miles a day on the trail of a runaway and keep it up for days on end, hardly breaking a sweat, and like his desert forebears could do without water or food or slowing down in the least. But he was more than an investment, more than merely a tool of his trade. Hermes was a boon traveling companion for the long days and nights on the hunt, a friend and ally, sometimes, he felt, his only one. He couldn’t count the times the animal had brought him home when he was too snapped to sit straight in the saddle, or when, pursued by vigilance committees, the horse had outraced them back to the safety of the South. Besides, Hermes was patient enough to put up with most of Cain’s eccentricities. Why, he’d rather sell his soul than part with his horse. And yet, here the man was holding the bill of sale for him.

Eberly then turned to the big man and said, ‘Strofe, wait downstairs for me.’

‘You sure, Mr Eberly?’ he said, shooting his pig-eyed look at Cain.

‘Go,’ Eberly commanded. ‘Here,’ he said, taking a coin from his waistcoast pocket and tossing it to the man before he went out the door. ‘Pay the boy for watching the horses.’

After he was gone, Eberly walked over to the bureau and gazed into the cracked mirror above it. He ran a hand through his graying hair, and he turned his head ever so slightly this way and that, inspecting himself. He was the sort of man, Cain saw, who, even in his declining years, took an inordinate pride in his appearance. His reflection was distorted because of the crack and he appeared almost to be two separate men, his face split down the middle. He caught Cain’s gaze in the mirror.

‘As I said, I have two runaways,’ he explained, turning to look at him. ‘The buck is of only passing interest to me. But he went off with another slave, a wench, and I believe if you find him you will find her. She’s the one I want back.’

Cain had a good mind to tell him to go to hell, but he had to be careful. He didn’t want to chance losing Hermes.

‘There are plenty of men who can catch your runaways for you.’

‘But I need someone I can trust.’ He glanced over Cain’s shoulder, off toward the river in the background. ‘I am willing to write off your debt. Even to pay you a modest reward, if you’ll find her and bring her back.’

‘As I told you, I’m not interested.’

‘Goddamn it, man!’ Eberly cursed. He turned back toward the mirror and swept his hand over the bureau, throwing Cain’s holster and gun as well as the ceramic washbasin crashing to the floor. Water had splashed over Eberly and spilled out over the floor in a dark, spreading stain, like blood leaching out of a wound. Cain’s gun lay at his feet, and as he made a move to pick it up, the old man said, ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you.’

Cain glanced up to see that Eberly had already placed his hand on his revolver, ready to draw it.

‘I’m prepared to go to the sheriff right now and have him seize your horse as part of what you owe me.’

‘You can’t do that.’

‘Just watch me,’ the man hissed. ‘And I’ll have you arrested.’ He calmly took out a lace-edged handkerchief and wiped his face where the water had splashed on it. He had a large ring on the finger of one pale, veiny hand. For a moment he stared at the ring, seeming to forget about Cain. Then, having regained his composure, he said, with restraint, ‘I am in a position to make things very hard for you, Cain. I have you by the balls and I’m going to squeeze until you cry uncle.’

‘Is that so?’ Cain said, but he realized he had already lost. At least when he was sober, he knew when to fold, cut his losses, and wait for the next hand. ‘Let’s just say for a moment that I was interested. My debt will be completely canceled?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the bill of sale for my horse?’ Cain asked.

‘I’ll give it back to you once they are returned.’

‘I’ll need a horse to travel.’

‘I can provide you with a horse.’

‘No. I want my horse. Or I won’t go.’

‘Very well,’ Eberly said offhandedly, the victor enjoying his magnanimity. He glanced down at the floor, and with the toe of his boot he nudged a jagged piece of ceramic. He moved it cautiously, the way someone might move a chess piece. Then he squatted and picked up Cain’s holster and gun.

‘I suppose you’ll need this, too,’ he said, handing it to Cain.

‘How much of a reward?’ Cain asked, figuring now to make the most of the situation.

‘I am offering one hundred dollars for the boy and four hundred for the girl.’

Four hundred! Cain thought, catching himself from raising an eyebrow. It was, he knew, an extremely generous sum all by itself. But with the cancellation of the three hundred that he owed Eberly, it was a staggering amount for the capture and return of a slave. Seven hundred for a woman! In his experience, owners would pay such a sum to get a female back for one of two reasons. She could have been a very capable house servant, perhaps a valuable cook or seamstress or wet nurse, someone who was worth a good deal because of her skills. Or she could have meant something beyond dollars and cents to her owner. On more than one occasion Cain had been called upon to hunt down a female runaway whose owner had had a more personal reason for wanting her back.

‘Five hundred and you have a deal,’ Cain said, sensing his advantage and pressing the issue.

‘Very well. Five hundred.’

With the ease with which Eberly conceded, Cain kicked himself that he hadn’t bargained for more.

‘And I’ll need some money for expenses.’

Eberly reached into his inside coat pocket and brought out a billfold. He removed several bills and tossed them indifferently on the unmade bed. It was as if he didn’t want to come into physical contact with Cain.

Then Cain asked the usual questions, things he would need to know to track down and capture a runaway: How long had the slave been gone? Did he leave behind any clues, such as comments made to other slaves, about where he seemed to be headed? What was he wearing at the time of his flight? How much food and extra clothing and money did he have? Had he any weapons in his possession? Could he read and write, and perhaps therefore forge a pass he could show to patrollers? Had anyone heard from him since? What was his marital status? Did he have kin up north he could flee to? Had he run away before, and if so, which way had he gone? And especially if it were a woman runaway, did she have any children she was trying to be reunited with?

‘Did your nigger wench have any young’uns?’ Cain asked.

‘No,’ Eberly replied.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’

‘I see. How long did you say they’ve been gone?’

‘They ran off January seventh,’ Eberly explained to him. ‘Recently, a letter came into my possession. It was written by the runaway boy, Henry, to his mother on a neighboring plantation. The overseer intercepted it and brought it to me. It was written from a place called Timbucto, in North Elba, New York. Have you heard of it?’

Cain nodded. It was, he recalled, a place for freed and runaway slaves.

‘Here,’ said the old man, handing him the letter. ‘It is my belief that they are there together.’

‘Are the two involved?’ Cain asked.

‘What?’ said Eberly.

‘Is the buck fucking the girl?’

‘Hell, no,’ he said. ‘If that nigger so much as laid a finger on her I will personally cowhide his black ass.’

‘What does the woman look like?’ Cain asked.

Eberly paused for a moment.

‘A high yellow octoroon. Tall, perhaps five nine. Her features are refined for those of a Negro.’

‘Any distinguishing marks on her? Scars. Brands. Birthmarks?’

The old man shook his head.

‘She been flogged?’ asked Cain.

‘No,’ Eberly said. Then, as if it had just occurred to him, he added, ‘She has blue eyes.’

‘Blue eyes?’ Cain said. ‘Those shouldn’t be hard to follow.’

Eberly then told him he’d be working with three other men.

‘I work alone,’ Cain said.

‘Since I’m paying your fees, you will work with the devil himself if I so decide. Is that clear, Cain?’

He stared at the man and shrugged. ‘It’s your show.’

‘You will be responsible for her welfare. For seeing that nothing happens to her. My overseer, Strofe,’ Eberly said, indicating with his thumb the man below in the street, ‘and his brother will accompany you. Strofe will be in charge of the other two men. He knows what both runaways look like. Their habits. The Strofes are not very bright but they are dependable in their way. The third is a man called Preacher.’

‘Does he have any experience tracking?’

‘I’m not sure. He has worked for me before, though. He is good, shall we say, at disciplining slaves.’

Cain knew the type of man that Eberly was talking about, the kind that made a living dishing out torture, scaring slaves to keep them from running. ‘I don’t want that sort around.’

‘I want him there,’ Eberly said sternly. Cain suspected even then, and his suspicions would only later be confirmed, that this Preacher’s role wouldn’t so much be in tracking slaves as in making sure that Cain did what he had been paid to do. The three hundred dollars that the horse represented was a lot of money. Normally a slave catcher wasn’t paid until he brought back the goods. This fellow was Eberly’s insurance that Cain would return with his investment.

‘Then their payment comes out of your pocket, not mine,’ Cain said.

The man nodded. ‘You let me worry about them.’

‘When do you wish me to start?’

‘Immediately. The others are waiting for you over at Spivey’s Saloon. Do you know of the place?’

‘Yes,’ Cain said. ‘Were you so certain I would agree?’

Eberly reached into his waistcoat pocket again and pulled out a gold eagle and flicked it dismissively toward Cain, who snatched it out of the air the way a man might an annoying fly. ‘Get yourself a new pair of boots,’ he said, a final indignity.

‘She must be valuable property,’ Cain said.

‘That’s not your business. I will pay you what we agreed when the job is done.’

‘You didn’t tell me her name?’

‘Rosetta. And mind you, Cain, I don’t want so much as a hair on her head to be harmed. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes.’

‘One more thing, Cain.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Do I have your word?’ Eberly said, extending his hand. It was an odd gesture for a man used to making commands, not entreaties.

Cain hesitated, then said, ‘You have my word.’

Eberly’s grip was surprisingly strong, and as he shook his hand he searched Cain’s face for another moment, as if trying to read there whether or not he was the sort of man he could depend upon. Then he turned and headed briskly for the door. He opened it and was about to step out, but he stopped and turned.

‘Bring her back,’ he said. For a moment Eberly’s hawklike features softened ever so slightly, his frozen bluish gray eyes warmed by something. Anger, fear, desperation? – Cain couldn’t say.

‘I gave you my word,’ he offered.

Eberly paused for a moment, then said, ‘Cross me, Cain, and you’ll wish you’d never been born.’

Then he turned and strode out of the room.

Cain stood there on one boot, canted to his right, the gold coin warming in his hand, listening as Eberly’s footsteps receded down the hall. He told himself he would make this one last hunt. But that was it. Never again. He was shut of this business. And then, though it wasn’t as if he had much choice, he wondered if he’d come to regret it.


CHAPTER TWO

They started out that same day, having first provisioned themselves at Valentine’s dry goods for the long journey north. They brought with them foodstuffs and medical supplies, ammo and knives and hatchets, extra clothing and blankets, oilcloth and needles and thread, boxes of locofoco and cans of coal oil for the lanterns, liquor and quids of tobacco, as well as various other supplies, including, of course, the shackles and rope that Cain always brought with him when hunting runaways. As soon as they left Richmond, the order of their riding seemed to fall naturally into a pattern which, once established, remained most days. Cain, the best tracker and the most experienced, usually rode lead on Hermes. He was followed by Strofe’s brother, whom they referred to as Little Strofe because he was both younger and smaller, on a bad-tempered, one-eyed mule who had a tendency to nip, especially when approached on his blind side, and he was followed by the pack mule, which carried their supplies. Little Strofe’s pair of hunting dogs, Louella and Skunk, ran alongside, occasionally flushing up a rabbit or squirrel and bolting into the woods after it. Next came Strofe on a hulking but skittish Percheron, a clumsy beast who gingerly picked its way across streams with the trepidation of a nearsighted old lady. Bringing up the rear was the one named Preacher, who sat astride a Cracker horse, a silver-blue roan with a single-footed gait Cain had heard the mountain folks refer to as a coon rack.

They passed first through lowlands and salt marsh, bog and tidal flats. Occasionally, they spied in the distance harbors filled with ships, their holds being loaded with tobacco and corn and wheat bound for northern or European ports. They rode by unplowed spring fields and pasturelands with cattle and horses grazing, and through small towns and villages, sometimes stopping at an inn or general store to reprovision, though they skirted the larger cities like Washington and Baltimore and Philadelphia because of the problems such places posed with their abolitionists and vigilance committees. They crossed spring-swollen rivers by bridge and ferry and flat-bottomed boats, occasionally having to ford them, dismounting and holding on to the horse’s mane as the animal carried them across the surging waters.

Cain found out that the older Strofe, whose full name was William Lee, had been in the employ of Eberly since he was a boy, first cutting lumber for him, then running his tannery, and now as overseer. He learned this from his garrulous brother, as Strofe himself was a taciturn man who used words as if they cost hard cash. He was wamble-cropped in the bowels, complaining of stomach pains and cramps, followed by bouts of uncontrollable diarrhea. He often had to stop and jump off his horse and dash frantically into the woods, where he was barely able to pull down his trousers before a brown stream erupted from his backside.

‘Got him a case of the flux,’ the one named Preacher said. ‘My pappy had a bad case a that. Near died from it.’

Little Strofe wore a floppy farmer’s hat and a wool coat patched so many times with multiple colors that he resembled a harlequin. His face was soft and fleshy, the no-color of lard, with small eyes like his brother’s shoved into it like nails. Not actually feebleminded, he nonetheless looked upon the world with a child’s eye, and usually had a dull half-smile pasted on his face. Short but stocky, he was a smaller version of his brother. Though unlike his brother he was friendly and gregarious, especially to Cain. He had taken to prefacing Cain’s name with a ‘mister’ and Cain responded in kind, saying things like, ‘Mr Strofe, the rabbit stew you made tonight was especially good.’ The Strofe boys, when they called each other anything other than ‘hey’ or ‘you’, usually just referred to the other as ‘Brother’. ‘Brother, don’t eat all them beans.’ The two often argued, scrapping like a pair of tomcats whose tails had been tied together.

The younger brother had a bad stutter, which was made worse when he was nervous. He was here primarily because of his skills as a cook as well as on account of the dogs. They minded no one but him, and even then they were headstrong. When they’d take off after a scent, Little Strofe would call them and sooner or later they’d come slinking back, tails tucked between their legs, though sometimes he’d let them ‘have theirselves a little fun’, as he put it. Louella was docile and normally obedient, but Skunk had his own mind and would take off for long periods, sometimes all day. Now and then Little Strofe would have to discipline him. ‘You c-come when I c-call you, y’hear,’ he’d yell, grabbing him by the loose flesh beneath his jaw and roughly shaking him. But it was obvious that he loved his dogs. He would pet them and fawn over them, talking to them as if they were people, sharing his meal with them, even sleeping with them at night.

While the brothers were employed full-time on Eberly’s plantation, Preacher, Cain learned, hired out his services as a kind of independent contractor. From the first he’d laid eyes on him back in the saloon in Richmond, Cain had taken an immediate and strong dislike to the man – and when it came to people, he had an intuition as unerring as a dog’s. And during the long journey north, his instincts hadn’t proved wrong either. Cain had seen his share of churlish miscreants in the slave-catching vocation, one which drew them like maggots to a festering wound, but this Preacher was one of the most cross-grained, ill-favored, cantankerous fellows he’d ever had the displeasure of meeting. A rough-edged hawbuck from up in the western hills of Virginia, Preacher was coarse and foul-mouthed, illiterate as a stump, with a smell to him like a bitch dog in heat. He had a pallid complexion, long, greasy blond hair that fell in his face, a space between his front teeth, and eyes black and deep-set under pale brows, a look in them as spiteful as those of a stepped-on cotton-mouth. Preacher could not lay claim to an ounce of fat or softness anywhere on his person; his narrow face was fashioned by sharp angles and held together by skin and gristle and pure malice. Cain could not even approximate his age. He looked old and boyish at once, as if his face couldn’t decide what it wanted to be, and when he smiled his malignant gat-toothed smile it almost looked as if something inside him had been grievously wounded by the mere doing of it.

The other thing of note about him: along the side of his jaw and neck ran a port wine stain in the shape of a hand, which gave one to believe it was the bloody print of some demon midwife who’d assisted in pulling him into a world he was reluctant to enter and which was equally reluctant to claim him. When he grew agitated, the birthmark seemed to glow, as if on fire. They called him Preacher, though there was nothing preacherly about him, and Cain could only surmise it was owing to the fact that he dressed all in black, with a flat-topped riding hat and a long black duster that came down to his ankles. Besides the bowie knife strapped to his leg, which he referred to as his Arkansas toothpick, he carried in his belt an ancient North flintlock .69 caliber pistol, a formidable thing that would put a hole in a person the size of a young girl’s fist.

The feeling Cain harbored for Preacher appeared to be mutual. From the start, the man seemed dead set against him. He was always second-guessing Cain’s decisions. If Cain said they should stop for the night, Preacher would insist they had a good half hour of light left in which to ride. On the other hand, if Cain said they should push on, Preacher would grumble that they were flat-out tired and he was riding them too damn hard. If Cain suggested they take one road, Preacher, who’d never been out of Virginia in his life, would advocate another. ‘That way looks a might untraveled,’ he would say. If Cain suggested avoiding a certain city where there were known to be abolitionists or vigilance committees, Preacher would say Cain was just being finicky. At night, when Cain preferred his own company and would be reading his Milton, Preacher would glare at him with his snake eyes. More than once Cain had overheard him say he considered it ‘a thang womanish for a growed man to be readin’ po’tree’. And when Cain tried to ignore him, the other would purposely make noises, talk loud or fart or make fun of something Little Strofe had said, all with the aim of trying to distract Cain, or draw his attention – Cain could never tell which. The two had had words on several occasions, nearly coming to blows once over who had drunk the last of the coffee. Cain knew – just as surely as he knew it would rain when his bad leg ached – that there would be trouble with Preacher before this was all over.

When they crossed the Mason-Dixon line not far from a small town called Gettysburg, Cain halted, waiting for the others to catch up.

‘We’re in the North now, boys,’ he explained to them.

‘So?’ Preacher replied.

‘We’ll need to be careful. In this line of work, if you’re not careful you could wind up dead real quick.’

‘Maybe you’re a’scart of these yellow-bellied Yankees, Cain. But I ain’t,’ the blond-haired man continued.

‘It’s not a bloody matter of being scared,’ he snapped at the other. ‘I’m just saying we need to watch our step.’

‘We got the law on our side,’ Preacher said. ‘Got us a warrant for them two darkies.’

‘Law makes no difference. Up here, they don’t give a rat’s ass about what the law says on runaways. From now on there’ll be people that won’t look kindly on our being here.’

‘If’n they want trouble, they’ll get a bellyful of it,’ he said, touching his pistol.

‘I won’t risk my neck because you’re a damn fool.’

‘Who you callin’ a fool?’

‘You heard me,’ Cain said.

Preacher stared coolly at him. Then he let out a laugh. ‘They can kiss my corn cracker ass for all I care,’ he taunted as he spurred his horse on and pushed past Cain into the North.

In eastern Pennsylvania, they came across the scarred, hump-backed hills where they saw huge mounds of coal and entire mountainsides clear-cut and oozing a black sludge. As they rode past a group of filthy miners trudging back after a day’s work in the mines, Preacher called out, ‘Hell, they’s blacker’n niggers.’

Several of the men stopped. They carried shovels and picks.

‘Who you calling niggers?’ said one with a heavy German accent.

‘Let’s go, Preacher,’ Strofe said.

The farther north they went, the more they found themselves climbing mountains whose summits were still covered with snow, as the temperature dropped and the vegetation changed. So, too, did the accents of the people they ran into, from the soft Maryland twang to the formal lilt of the Quakers to the impatient and brutal tongue of those New Jerseyites, and again to the clipped and nasally dialect of those Yankees north of the city of New York, pale, flinty-souled folk scored by icy winds and snow, who had the surly aspect of one woken up from sleep in the middle of the night. They entered finally the frigid far north woods where, it being early spring, the lakes and ponds were mostly still frozen over with ice the strange blue hue of a robin’s egg. As they passed by one frozen mountain tarn in the Catskills, Little Strofe called to the others. ‘Looky there,’ he said, pointing at the ice. Prefectly intact and locked just below the surface was some sort of furry creature – dog or wolf or fox, they could not tell – eyes still open, its bared fangs inches from the surface seemingly about to yap, its forefeet seeming to scratch at the underside of the ice, as if still entertaining the notion of escape. Cain, a native Virginian, had been this far north only once in his life. When he was a boy he had accompanied his father on a steamship to Portland, Maine, to look at a new breed of cattle newly arrived from Scotland. But that was nothing like this ice-locked and frigid landscape.

‘Them Yankees can have this cold,’ Preacher complained one time, blowing on his hands. ‘Freeze they damn balls off.’

Little Strofe, who happened to be riding next to Cain, asked, ‘Y’ever see you such c-cold weather in springtime, Mr Cain?’

‘No, indeed, Mr Strofe,’ he replied. Cain had developed a fondness for the stuttering, simple man.

‘Why, up in the hills it weren’t never like this, even in the hardest winter. ’M-member back in forty-two, Brother.’ He turned and called over his shoulder to Strofe. ‘That was some cold spell.’

‘Hit were forty we had the bad winter,’ Strofe replied.

‘I reckon you’re mistaken on that.’

‘How the hell would you know?’ Strofe said. ‘You were still shittin’ in your drawers.’

Even Preacher laughed at this.

Each evening, after the long day’s ride, after the horses were hobbled and brushed and fed, after supper was made and eaten, after all the pans and cups were cleaned, the fire banked for the night, the bedrolls laid out – after all this they’d sit around the campfire for a while before sleep finally overtook them. Bats would come out, flittering and gliding in the twilight sky like a child’s mobile. A screech owl’s quavering cry might erupt nearby or a catamount’s snarl echo down through the mountains. They’d sit there, four men whose only connection was the hunting of human prey, each occupied by his own devices. Drinking from a bottle of applejack, the hulking Strofe would get out his maps and by the lantern’s light plan how far they’d get the next day. Some nights Preacher would remove his deck of cards and play solitaire, or talk Strofe or his brother into a game of poker, for which they played for coppers or quids of tobacco. On those occasions that he was drunk, Preacher might jabber on about some tight-fisted farmer he used to work for back in Botetourt County or relate a story about how he’d cut up somebody bad in a tavern fight. But most nights he would sit there silently sharpening his big knife with a whetstone and then take to whittling a piece of wood with such single-minded concentration it almost seemed he’d fallen into a fugue state. Yet when he’d eventually come back from wherever it was he’d gone, and look up and catch Cain staring at him, he’d wink and offer a smile whose meaning Cain could no more fathom than he could the expression of the man in the moon.

Some nights Little Strofe would take out his Jew’s harp and play something, a jig or reel, some tune from the hills. Sometimes he’d sing with a lilting voice ‘The Pretty Plowboy’ or ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’ or ‘Lilly Dale’, usually some sad lament of too-early death and the loss of a lover. When he sang, his stammer seemed almost to vanish and his voice turned fluid and smooth, as if greased by whale oil. It slipped out of his homely face like the sun breaking through a gray and overcast day. Cain, reading his copy of Milton by firelight and sipping from his flask filled with laudanum, would be distracted for a moment as Little Strofe conjured up visions of doomed love. Sometimes he’d even ask Little Strofe if he knew a particular tune, like ‘Bury Me Beneath the Willows’. If the man wasn’t familiar with the song – after all, he couldn’t read a lick – Cain would usually just have to repeat a few verses or hum a little of it, and Little Strofe would pick it up right quick. Even Preacher seemed not immune to the beauty of the man’s voice; he’d sit there, whittling a piece of wood or sharpening his knife, and his snake eyes would momentarily soften and take on a slightly confused, wistful look. If Cain didn’t know better, he’d have said the words almost wounded him, made him long for something he had lost but couldn’t remember what it was.


Bury me beneath the willows
Under the weeping willow tree
When she hears that I am sleeping
Maybe then she’ll think of me.



At such moments, Cain would remove the spectacles from his nose and look up from his reading, letting himself be carried away by the words and rhythms of the song. Sometimes his mind would drift back to the war and the Indian girl he had loved. He pictured her, the playful gleam of her feral eyes as she came to him in the night, the earthy musk of her, the way his name slipped like honey from her mouth: Cain, she would say, seemingly fascinated by the sound, like a child with a new plaything. He remembered the beguiling warmth of her as she lay next to him on the ground of the shed, high among the desert mountains. Even naked, she was as natural and innocent as some wild untamed creature. He could still see her smooth, brown belly, her hard, sinewy arms, the small breasts rising and falling in the early morning sunlight that came slanting through the mud-chinked holes in the wall. Her dark eyes searching his, her lips forming words that never materialized. Yet the two didn’t need words; they spoke their own language, one of touch and taste and hearts, her skin scorching against his, the tang of her in his mouth salty and sweet at once. At times, he felt she’d been nothing more than a phantasm, a teasing mirage conjured up out of the heat and distance of that long-ago time and place, or perhaps, a mere by-product of his laudanum-clouded mind. But then he’d touch his shattered leg, feel the knotted scars along his shin and the permanent ache imbedded there and know that, like the old wound itself, she had been something real, something that had happened. Something he’d had and then lost. At such times he would feel the familiar ache rise up in his chest and seem to squeeze the very life out of him like an iron fist.

One night they had camped along a ridge overlooking a frozen lake. The night was cold and clear, with a sharp wind howling down from the north and raking the flesh like nettles, and in the dark the lake seemed almost to glow, to give off its own eerie illumination. Cain was reading, and he kept having to switch hands, keeping the free one warm in his pocket.

‘What you reading there, Mr Cain?’ asked Little Strofe, who sat close by, huddled beneath a blanket.

Cain always brought along something to read wherever he went, packed away in his saddlebags for an evening’s diversion. This book, his favorite, a dog-earred, broken-spined edition of Milton, he’d received as a present from his schoolmaster, the ancient Mr Beauregard, who’d studied classics at Harvard and had fought with Old Hickory at the battle of New Orleans. Milton was Beauregard’s favorite poet, and he’d fostered in Cain a similar appreciation. Cain had found the character of Satan endlessly fascinating. Sometimes when he hunted alone, Satan’s was the only voice Cain would hear for days. He reminded Cain of a southerner: both honorable and petty, vainglorious and doomed from the start, yet too proud and foolish to know when he was beaten. He put Cain in mind of the stubborn, proud men at the Alamo, those heroes every southern boy had read about and dreamed one day of emulating – Bowie and Travis and Crockett.

‘It’s a long poem by a blind fellow,’ Cain explained.

‘How’d he writ it if’n he was b-blind?’ Little Strofe asked.

‘He had somebody take down the words.’

Little Strofe chewed on this notion for a moment. ‘I ain’t n-never learned me to read a lick. What’s he say in there?’

‘It’s a story about Satan’s rebellion against God.’

‘Do tell? And who won the thing?’ the man asked straight-faced.

Cain smiled, though not with condescension. ‘I guess the outcome is still in doubt.’

‘C-could I hear a smidgin?’

Cain read a few lines, the part where Satan addresses the synod of hell:


Long is the way
And hard, that out of Hell leads up to Light;
Our prison strong, this huge convex of Fire,
Outrageous to devour, immures us round.



‘What’all do them fancy words mean?’ Little Strofe asked.

‘They’re plotting revenge on God. They’re going to use Man to get back at him.’

‘You mean like with the s-serpent and all a that?’

‘That’s right.’

Little Strofe rubbed his chin in thought. He was both a religious and a superstitious man, often mixing the two together into a compost of cautionary wisdom. When he wasn’t praying, he was worrying about bad omens and ill-favored signs. If they passed a red-haired woman in the road first thing in the morning, it meant they were certain to have bad luck later that day. Or if a man was plowing in a field, they were not to come within his shadow lest a horse come up lame, or if they heard a cat sneeze thrice, which they had once in front of a feed store, it meant that someone was to get the ague (while no one came down with the ague, his brother’s bowel problems did indeed worsen).

‘The evil one been using us to d-do mischief ever since the Garden, Mr Cain.’

‘That’s when we’re not doing it all by ourselves.’

‘They’s some truth to that way of thinking, too. Good night, Mr Cain.’

‘Good night, Mr Strofe.’

The man mumbled some prayers, then curled up between his dogs, as he did most nights, and pulled his blanket over the three of them. In a moment he was sound asleep, snoring along with his dogs. Cain envied the man’s stonelike simplicity, his dreams probably no more complex than those of Skunk and Louella. Cain’s bad leg ached, as it always did from the cold. From an inside pocket of his coat he took out his silver flask, opened it, and had a pull at the sweet-tasting laudanum. The liquid did its magic, fanning out through his frozen limbs like a warm summer breeze. The flask had been an odd present from his father on his twenty-first birthday. Mr Cain, a stern and disciplined man, had sharply disapproved of his eldest son’s debauched and shiftless life, but equally he held that all southern boys should know how to hold their liquor as a matter of honor and a sign of manhood. Dented from a fragment of grapeshot in the war, it had etched along its side the words Augustus Claudius Cain, This 14th of May, Eighteen Hundred and Forty-two.

His father, a farmer of only modest means
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