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CHAPTER ONE


He’d never seen the ocean
before; Leon
had grown up on the island of Manhattan but had never actually seen
the Atlantic. Now, for the first time in his young life, he stood
on the warm sand and took in the vast blue before him. The waters
on Florida’s coast were not the murky grey of the north and Leon’s
first view of the sea was a brilliant, clear turquoise; it was
breathtaking and nearly brought a tear to his eye.

But tears were for sadness, he had
decided, and this was most definitely not something to be sad
about, not something this beautiful.

After a few more moments of
appreciation, of committing the sight to memory,
Leon looked down at
the newspaper he was carrying, rereading the ad he had circled that
morning: Fisherman needed for crab boat, no experience necessary,
room and board included, pay upon return to port.

No experience was an
understatement. Leon had never done anything but be a plaything to paying
customers, Thomas had never allowed him to do anything else, his
education had been intermittent at best and had only been allowed
to leave the Bay under supervision. But now was his chance to do
whatever he wanted. The money he had from the sale of his father’s
estate would last for a while, but not forever, and Leon was tired
of his idle life. He wanted to experience the world around him, not
just watch it from his window. He wanted to go to sleep exhausted
from a hard day’s work, he wanted to make his own schedule, or
maybe live without one, he actually hadn’t decided yet.

The crab boat was located in
Pier 9, a rather long walk from the hotel Leon had checked into but he didn’t
mind the distance. It was nice to be able to walk alone and lose
himself in the new scenery, without fear of being gone from home
too long, without the fear of his father’s punishment.

It turned out that the fishing
boat section of St Augustine was not quite as charming as the rest
of the city. The smell of fish, fresh and rotting alike,
filled the
air to the point of taste, and the boats were not the majestic
ships with crisp white sails or stately ocean liners that one would
find in the larger and more public piers. The boats here were small
and somewhat shabby, crafts of necessity and utility, with peeling
paint and patched sails. But it didn’t matter to Leon, it was all
fantastic and exciting from his perspective.

He found the boat in
question, The Lady Lucia, a medium sized sail boat that looked to have seen
better days. There was a man sitting on a crate and mending a
fishing net in front of the craft; he was stocky with broad
shoulders, dirty blond locks peeked out from under a worn cap and a
week’s worth of bronze stubble covered his face.

“H-hello, are
you the captain?” Leon asked, suddenly feeling very awkward as the
man raised his head and nodded. He hadn’t been on his own for more
than two weeks and making eye contact still made him
uncomfortable.

“Name’s Henry, can I help ya?” The man replied, looking
Leon over from head to toe.

Holding out the newspaper with the
circled ad, Leon did his best to speak without stammering. “The
job, the fisherman, I’m here about the fisherman job.” Well, so
much for getting it out clearly.

Henry considered Leon’s words for a moment.
“Have you ever fished before? Thought not,” he surmised when the
boy shook his head no. “What have you done?”

“Um,
well…nothing,” Leon admitted as his cheeks started to burn. How
did he explain the only thing he had experience in was being used
as a bed warmer?

“Nothing?
What are you, some rich brat looking to slum it with the working
class?” Henry asked with a look of disdain.

“N-no sir! I
just…my father never let me…I…oh, just forget it,”
Leon blushed
crimson as he turned to go. This was a mistake, why did he think he
could have done something like this? Maybe Thomas had been right,
maybe he was only good for one thing. He should have known that
acting on a whim like this was stupid and wouldn’t work.

“Hang on now,
come back! I didn’t say I wasn’t interested,”
Henry called after
him, causing Leon to stop.

Hardly believing what he
had heard, the boy walked back, biting his lip and trying not to
fidget. “So does that mean I…I got the job?”

Henry looked him over again before
shrugging. “Aye, we need another and you’re the only one that’s
applied. Job’s yours if you want it, but get some different
clothes,” he gestured to Leon’s tailored grey suit. “Finery like
that won’t do you no good on a fishing boat.”

“I will!
Thank you, sir!” Leon grinned widely. It didn’t matter to him that
the only reason why he got the job was because he was the only
applicant. This was a new start and it was good enough for
him.

“And another
thing, knock it off with the ‘sir’ bullshit. Just call
me Henry or cap’n. What’s your name anyway, kid?”

“Le…Leo.” He
hadn’t given any thought to his name, mostly because no one had
asked his name since he left New York. He’d just been a boy on a
train; but now Leon realized he not only needed but wanted an
entirely new persona. Of course, Florida was a long way from the
burned down brothel in New York City and likely no one would ever
connect him to it, but why not make the most of his fresh
start?

“Alright
then, Leo, see you back here tomorrow at dawn,”
Henry went back to
mending the net and Leon took that as his cue to leave.

The walk back from the pier
felt like he was walking on a cloud. His first real job!
Leon had absolutely
no idea what it meant to work on a fishing boat, no idea what he
would actually be doing, but it didn’t matter; it was his new
beginning. He was no longer Leon the son of a pimp, now he was Leo
the crab fisherman. The idea of his new profession sounded more
exciting than it was likely to be but he wasn’t troubled. Nothing
could bring him down in that moment.

***

It was easy enough to find a
mercantile that was willing to trade a few pairs of heavy trousers
and shirts for his own finely tailored suits. Thomas had always
kept Leon impeccably dressed in the finest wool, linen and silk his
dirty money could buy; when his father died he had taken all
his clothing with
him before setting fire to their home. Leon hadn’t known what was
ahead of him and three-piece suits and silk cravats were certainly
better than nothing.

But being rid of all his
father’s finery was liberating in its own way. The last remnant
of Thomas’s
control removed; replaced with simple, plain clothing of the
hardworking. Leon was more excited for them than he had ever been
any other article of clothing he’d ever received.

Of course he’d had no idea what
fisherman actually wore on a daily basis. In the brothel when Leon had
entertained sailors and seaman, all came dressed in their crisp
white uniforms or military blues, he had never seen the attire of
an ordinary fisherman before. An ordinary fisherman would not have
been able to afford Thomas’s pretty boy. So in the shop Leon had
went straight to the corner that contained leisure clothing for
yachting and pleasure cruises, thinking the lightweight linen
pieces would be normal in his new line of work. The man behind the
counter had a good chuckle when he learned that Leon was to be a
crab fisherman and was looking at yachting clothes! Fortunately he
was also patient enough to direct the unknowing young man to the
appropriate section.

The shopkeeper recommended new
waterproof boots and hat as well, once he knew where
Leon would be
working. By the time he was finished, Leon had traded one wardrobe
for another and left the mercantile with a full duffle of fisherman
clothing. He bought cheese and bread and fruit and ate it on the
boardwalk not far from his hotel. The sun was setting behind him,
warming Leon’s back as he watched the turquoise waters darken to an
inky black.

Before the light was
gone Leon
took his father’s gold watch from his pocket; it was the only thing
he hadn’t sold. He didn’t know why he had kept it, whether it was
out of sentiment or weakness or some other unknown reason, Leon
couldn’t say. Thomas’s death had been a relief to him and all the
boys of the brothel, Leon didn’t hold any love for his father, he
did not miss him; he could not explain why he had kept the pocket
watch. And yet there it was in his hand, gold and glittering, with
its heavy chain and Thomas’s initials carved intricately into the
cover.

Sighing, he put the watch back
into his pocket and finished his meal. He was nervous about
tomorrow, but at the same time more excited than he had ever been.
It was strange to feel this way, foreign after a lifetime of fear
and anxiety, and Leon realized he enjoyed the fluttering of his
stomach.

***

When dawn arrived
Leon was already
sitting with his duffle of belongings on a crate in front
of The
Lady Lucia, eagerly awaiting the other crew members. Henry was the
first to arrive just before sun up with another man that resembled
him greatly. The captain raised an eyebrow at the boy’s
punctuality, clearly surprised he had shown up at all.

“Leo, this is
my brother and first mate, Orson.”

“Welcome
aboard, Leo,” Orson held out his hand to shake.

Leon shook hands with the other man before
turning his attention back to Henry, expectantly awaiting his first
order.

“Looks like
the others are going to be late…as usual. Since you’re
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