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For Bill as always,
 and for Michael, our forever darling boy. RIP.














PIED BEAUTY


Glory be to God for dappled things


For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;


For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;


Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches wings;


Landscape plotted and piecedfold, fallow, and plough;


And ll trdes, their gear and tackle and trim.








All things counter, original, spare, strange;


Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)


With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;


He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change;

Praise him.


GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS (18441889)
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Authors Note





THE DEVELOPMENT OF the theory and technology that in the 1840s led to the building of those breathtaking birds of paradise, the mighty clipper ships, is told as accurately as my research allowed, but in the matter of the timing of particular voyages and the exact dates when certain records were set, I have bent the truth to serve my need. The Houqua was launched in May of 1844, not 1843 as happens in this book. As for the Hell Witch of my tale, I made her up, and appropriated for her the accomplishments of a legendary ship called Sea Witch, who set out for Hong Kong in December of 1846. And while its true that New York University was founded in 1831, the School of Medicine opened a decade later, not around the same time as I have it here.















How It Happened


A Short History with No Quiz, and No Penalty for Skipping Straight to the Story





SOMETIMES IT IS difficult to tease out historys threads; not so for this book. The spiritual currents that play a dominant role in this story were let loose in Europe in the early 1700s, in a phenomenon known as the Great Awakening. Reacting to the secularizing forces of the Enlightenment, which railed against organized churches and insisted that reason tells us all we need to know of life, there were those who protested that true religion did exist. Marked, they said, by reliance on the heart over the head, feeling over thinking, and the belief that biblical revelation is meant to be taken literally.


The Evangelical movement had been born, and its fervor swept it across the ocean. In 1730 the Scots-Irish Presbyterian minister William Tennent and his four clergyman sons began preaching in the colonies of Pennsylvania and New Jersey and established a seminary to train others who could bring sinners to Evangelical conversion. (Originally called Log College, that seminary is today Princeton University.) Before long the intensity of their conviction spread to the Congregationalists and Baptists of New England.


The fire of Evangelicalism burned brightly in the New World; then politics and warfirst with the French and their Indian allies, next with the Britishstole the oxygen from struggles of the spirit. The movement remained quiescent until the flint of the ideas that had fueled an unprecedented break with a kingthe notions of individual freedom and every mans right to pursue happinessmet the spark of religion without hierarchical authority or complex theology and burst into new flames. What historians have since labeled the Second Great Awakening was nothing short of the rebirth of the Evangelical movement in the infant U.S.A.


In the years immediately after Independence, itinerant Methodist and Baptist preachers roamed the hardscrabble, largely churchless frontiers of Kentucky and Tennessee and sought out venues where they could address a crowd. Those gatherings became known as camp meetings. Dedicated to religious revival, frequently days long, they were occasions when prayer and witness were full of song and spirit and individual conversion in front of huge assemblies created a kind of public ecstasy. Adherents to this emotional and intensely personal form of religion shared an unshakable belief that they held the key to the perfection of society. Drink and crime, carnal excess, poverty and suffering, indeed all injustice and inequality could be eliminated by personal renunciation of sin, acceptance of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and strict adherence to biblical teaching.


Such ardent American belief could not ignore the young nations Sodom and Gomorrah. In the 1820s and 1830s revival meetings came to Broadway.


The response of entrenched mainstream Protestantism was to coopt the new beliefs, and some Evangelical ideas soon found their way into sermons preached from Establishment pulpits.


At the same time New Yorks Catholics, long marginalized in a city where they had been a tiny minority, were seeing their nascent institutionsa few churches largely serving foreign diplomats and one rather grand edifice, St. Patricks Cathedral, on the corner of Prince and Mott streetsoverwhelmed by thousands of nominally Catholic, mostly Irish immigrants. Dirt poor, usually illiterate, and frequently in thrall to the twin evils of alcohol and violenceperceived as the only relief from daily strugglethey were crammed into an already notorious district known as the Five Points and turned it into a hellhole of indescribable misery.


The bishops summoned reinforcements. In the 1820s Catholic Sisters, religious women newly freed from the stricture of cloister, appeared for the first time on Manhattan streets. Black crows they were called. Jezebels. Satans whores. They did not preach or hand out bibles, they did not cry out for temperance and abolition and womens rights and universal free education, the just causes espoused by the Evangelicals. They turned their back on a womans highest calling, wife and mother, and instead made vows of poverty and chastity, swearing as well obedience to a foreign ruler, a pope many thought to be the Antichrist. Direct actionfeed the hungry, clothe the nakedconfronted the notion that true charity is to preach morality and Gospel salvation and allow American free market opportunity to meet economic needs. Only when epidemics of cholera and yellow fever turned the city into a charnel house and the Sisters went on exactly as before, did their fearless heroism win them a certain grudging respect and allow a truce of sorts to be established. It did not, however, put an end to the ongoing demonizing of popery and all its works.


As if this mix were not sufficiently combustible, another once minuscule group saw its numbers swelled by waves of immigrants come to satisfy the nations insatiable hunger for workers. During the years 1835 to 1855 approximately one hundred and fifty thousand European Jews made their way across the Atlantic. Many settled in Baltimore, Cincinnati, and even San Francisco, but the large majority stayed in New York. Since 1654 when New York was New Amsterdam there had been one Jewish synagogue on the island of Manhattan, Shearith Israel, first located on Mill Street (now Stone Street), and in the time period of this book moved to Crosby Street. Shearith Israel followed the liturgical practice of the Sephardim, Jews who had lived in Spain and its colonies for the more than fifteen hundred years since their exile from the Holy Land. The new American congregants, mostly German Jews known as Ashkenazim, wanted their prayer book and their liturgy to prevail. When Shearith Israel refused their demands, the Ashkenazim founded the new synagogue of Bnai Jeshurun, followed by Anshe Chesed, then dozens more. Meanwhile some among them were also hearing the siren song of change and renewal. The movement for Reform Judaism begun in Europe at the end of the 1700s came to New York in 1845 with the founding of Temple Emanu-El in the loft of a nondescript building on the corner of Grand and Clinton streets in what we now call the Lower East Side, soon followed by a move to a former Methodist church on Chrystie Street. (Thus began a progression up the island that culminated in 1927 with the building of Temple Emanu-El on Fifth Avenue and Sixty-fifth Street, today the largest Jewish house of worship in the world.)


On the island of Manhattan the bitter division that almost inevitably follows the inauguration of new ways was, like so much else, intensified by the citys dynamism, her lust for life, and the proximity of extremes. Introduce family feuds, heroes and villains, love and hate, and the still unchecked malignancy of human slavery, and the scene is set for this tale of miracles of medicinepainless surgery and antisepsisand others that science cannot explain, though they are written in real flesh and real blood. Here, then, is a story of the city and its people in the run-up to what will be a devastating civil war, during a time when they meet a demanding and a jealous God.
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Prologue





July 4, 1863,
 The Temporary Field Hospital at Cemetery Ridge,
 Gettysburg in Pennsylvania


So youre here, Dr. Turner.


I am here, Mr. Whitman. No, dont touch that.


Walter Whitman withdrew his hand from a table that held an array of scalpels and needles threaded with catgut. I apologize. It looked as if you were ready for the next ligature.


You have a good eye for surgery. I am. Turner leaned forward, procured the needle himself, and began carefully stitching the final flap of skin covering the soldiers elbow. There was no longer a forearm. But I doubt, Mr. Whitman, that you washed your hands before you came to find me.


Ah, yes. Your littleWhat do you call them?


Germs.


Ah, yes. Germs.


The tent was pitched on a high ridge covered in silent dead, in one section of what had been the sprawling killing fields of a three-day battle engaging almost two hundred thousand fighting men. Inside the tent, among the living, it was hot and humid and stank of blood and feces and swiftly putrefying flesh. Bodiesmost missing one or other appendage, all with some part of their person bandaged, some in blue uniforms, more in graywere everywhere. A few lay on pallets; most lay on the ground. Two black-clad women moved among them.


It hardly seems I could add anything more distasteful to this atmosphere, Whitman said.


Indeed, in a general way you could not. But germs are particular, not general. Those ligatures were dipped in a solution of carbolic acid, a disinfectant. Your hands were not.


The surgeons in Washington dont believe in your germs. They say youre a darned fool.


Just as well, Turner said, otherwise youd probably be soliciting money on their behalf, not mine. Not so good for their patients, however. What have you brought me, Mr. Whitman?


Whitman held out the small leather satchel in his left hand. Soap. More of your carbolic acid. More of your sulfuric ether as well. Though it looks as though youve enough of that. He nodded towards the man on the table. No part of him twitched as Turner finished stitching his flesh.


Wrong for once, Mr. Whitman. I used the last of my ether for this one.


The Washington surgeons say chloroform and sulfuric ether are immoral. They say its against the law of God to interfere with mans ability to feel pain.


Turner stopped stitching and raised his head. Do they, now? And what do you say to that, Mr. Whitman? All these preachers telling us what to think, are they always right? Leaves of Grass his book was called. Poems about people, bodies, sex. Biblically inspired the poet claimed, but his critics, many of them clergy, loudly disagreed. Even banned his book sometimes.


Folks talk a lot about the law of God, Whitman said. Doesnt mean they know much about it.


Yes, thats my opinion as well. Turner again bent his head to his task. As for the ether you brought me, I am enormously grateful. Weve made an excellent job of killing vast numbers here in Pennsylvania these last few days, but I expect we are not done with maiming and murdering each other.


Back in Fredericksburg the year before, the first time Walt Whitman was ever in a field hospital, he watched men who called themselves doctors sawing screaming soldiers into pieces with nothing to deaden the pain at alland no thought for Dr. Nicholas Turners germs. He couldnt stand that there should be so much suffering and nothing he could do about it. Its why he took a government job, so he could be in Washington, closer to the war, and start visiting as many of the wounded as he could manage. And raise money to buy supplies for the doctors working on the battlefields. Most of that went to Dr. Turner these days. Turners patients moaned as they came round, they didnt scream. And he treated them all, Yankees and Southerners alike. In the huge and lumbering Confederate retreat of the previous day, Lee had taken as many of his wounded with him as he could manage to cart away, but it was inevitable with a battle so enormous and so devastating that many were left behind. Turners unconscious patient wore a gray uniform.


There are some as give, Whitman said, who wouldnt be pleased to think their contributions used to ease the enemys pain.


Then we will refrain from telling them. The surgeon looked up again, meeting the other mans gaze full on. Thats correct, isnt it, Mr. Whitman?


Its entirely correct, Dr. Turner.


Whitman figured Nicholas Turner was some fifteen years older than himself. Call it late fifties. He looked older still. Exhaustion had hollowed his cheeks and made dark circles around his gray eyes. Even his considerable height seemed diminished by the necessity to stoop beneath the low-slung canvas ceiling. His red hair was plastered to his scalp with sweat.


Truth to tell, sir, he said, I dont tell them exactly what the moneys for either. Not about the carbolic or the ether. Help save the lives of our boys, Whitman told them, never said whose boys exactly. And as soon as he made his little speech about how their contributions would help the war, he switched to reading his poems. Even if they hated them, it was a distraction.


One of the black-clad women slipped out of the tent. Another arrived to replace her and came at once to stand beside Turners operating table. Are you finished, Doctor?


Yes. You can take him away now and Turner looked up, paused. Ohyou are indeed a surprise. I didnt knowwe should speak, my dear. I was


You are busy. There is no need.


She sounded calm, Whitman thought, cool even. Turner on the other hand seemed unnerved. The woman wore one of those black bonnets that mostly shaded her face and like those hed seen on the battlefield, a black frock. Black crows roaming among the dead, following behind the soldiers on burial detail, pecking at the earth and occasionally pulling up a prize, a body with some life left in it.


The other female in the tent came over, and the pair of them hoisted the soldier off the table and carried him away.


Strange place for ladies, Whitman said.


Perhaps. But more and more of them are nursing these days. Ever since that Nightingale woman over in England.


Whitman said hed be going. Turner walked with him as far as the flap serving as the tents door.


A carriage was parked a few feet away. Any number of gawkers and thrill-seekers had come by to observe the aftermath of carnage, but this was a brougham of the better sort, with all the windows tightly curtained, and a driver who sat up front staring straight ahead and keeping a loose grip on the reins.


While they watched, one of the curtains was pushed aside and a woman peered out. She looked as if she had stepped off one of the ceramic plates or vases or bowls that were so much a part of the China trade. Her black hair was upswept and threaded with ribbons and her face was painted and utterly unlike anything to be seen on Broadway or Fifth Avenue, much less on this blood-soaked battlefield.


Sweet Christ, Turner murmured, what is she thinking of coming here? He turned as if to summon someone, but there was no need. One of the black-clad womenWhitman thought it to be the one Turner had spoken to and called his dearpushed past them and climbed into the rig.





Her black dress was filthy and covered with blood and bits of flesh and bone. She had never, she thought, been quite so tired. Sitting, even for a moment, was a relief.


Outside, clusters of blue-clad soldiers were digging an endless succession of graves. How could they bury so many? Talk was of twenty, thirty, even fifty thousand dead. More gray uniforms than blue this time.


This-place-red-hair yi is here. I saw him. Thats how her mother had always referred to Nicholas Turner. This-place-red-hair yi, which was the Chinese word for doctor. Mostly, however, he wasnt the one she talked about. He said I would be princess, the older woman said. Her daughter knew who she meant and that it was not Dr. Turner.


He said many things, Mamee. Most were not true.


They spoke in the formal Mandarin that was the daughters first language until at the age of four she was released from the three rooms that had been her entire world and discovered that outside, on the streets of New York, people did not look as she looked or speak as she spoke.


He lied almost always. This-place-red-hair yi sometimes also. That is correct, her mother agreed. But here you will find truth. I wrote it for you to know. The bookrice paper pages bound in silkwas offered by a hand deformed by rheumatism, the joints swollen, the fingers bent into claws.


The daughter grasped her mothers wrist. Have you been soaking your hands and feet every day the way I told you? Her mothers feet had been bound at age three. She was forty-seven now and her feet were three inches in length. The beautiful and elaborate silk wrappings covered horned and calloused flesh and deeply ingrown nails, a source of constant pain. The powder I gave you will help, Mamee, but you must use it regularly.


The older woman was called Mei-hua, plum blossom, a delicate and exquisite flower. Once it had suited her. There is no reason. Nothing will change. I will not be young again.


The daughters given name was Mei Lin, a Chinese phrase meaning beautiful grove. For a time she had taken another and then a third. None were what she was called today. The soaking powder is to ease the pain, Mamee. Not to make you young.


Beyond the window of the carriage two of the women walking the battlefield pulled a body free of a stack of corpses and carried it towards the hospital tent. The daughter drew in a short, sharp breath. Dear God, they couldnt possibly find them all. The ones with a spark of life left in them but not the strength to crawl from beneath the piles of dead would be buried alive. I must leave now, Mamee. I must return to my work.


Mei-hua leaned back against the red velvet upholstery and smoothed the silk of her long, slim skirt and her short jacket, both green silk shot with gold. Old, yes, but she looked better than her daughter. Ugly black bonnet. Ugly black dress. Ugly work to be picking and prying among the bloody dead. There was a rising stink about the place. About Mei Lin too if she stayed here. If those around you have fleas, soon you will itch. She had told her daughter that many times. Too late now to say words into deaf ears. I am tired. Take me home.


I will tell the driver, Mamee. I cannot go with you now. You know that.


This-place-red-hair yi will not permit it?


He has nothing to do with it. I really must leave, Mamee.


Very well. Go, Mei-hua said, waving a dismissive hand. Tell the yang gwei zih to take me home.


The driver had been with Mei-hua for half a dozen years, but he was not Chinese and so was a yang gwei zih, a foreign devil. I will tell him, Mamee.


The daughter leaned forward and kissed her mothers cheek, then she opened the door and climbed down to the world of dead bodies and suffering flesh. She paused just long enough to tuck Mei-huas book beneath the short cape of the black habit of Mother Elizabeth Setons Sisters of Charity. In moments it was safe and hidden. Just like her.


Except that Nicholas Turner still stood outside the hospital tent, watching both mother and daughter. And Nicholas Turner, the this-place-red-hair yi, knew everything.















Book One


18341835













Chapter One





MEI-HUA LAY CURLED next to him in the glow that followed love, her back against his chest, his arm around her waist, their breathing synchronized. Everything was perfect. Or so it seemed to Samuel Devrey.


After a time she moved just enough so one foot caressed his calf. The silken wrappings of her golden lily, the foot that had been first bound when she was threeexcruciating pain inflicted and endured for him, indeed at his behestwere exquisitely erotic. Sam felt the sap rise in him yet again but he resisted. There isnt time. He breathed the words into the jasmine scent of her hair.


His Mandarin could be understood, but it had been learned too late to be perfect. His tones were never exactly right. He spoke always the speech of the yang gwei zih, the foreign devil. Mei-hua would die a slow death before she would correct him. My lord not need do much. Quick and easy. See.


She arched profoundly, one of those supple adjustments of her body that always astonished him, and her hips realigned so that he could take her effortlessly, in an act of possession as natural and undemanding as a whisper. It would have been against nature to refuse a generosity offered with such elegance. He moved the hand that had stroked her belly so it gripped her thigh, pressing her more closely to him. Both golden lilies were touching him now, wrapped around his legs. She was a silken splendid butterfly, tiny but exquisite, cocooned in his bulk. Her sigh of pleasuremore a vibration than a soundthrilled him as if it were again the first time, three years earlier, when she was thirteen.


You are astonishing, he said when he could speak.


She gently pulled away, then settled back against his body and pulled his hand back to her belly where it had been before. What do you feel, lord?


Samuel, he corrected. If I have to tell you again, I will spank you. Her smile was hidden from him, but he knew it was there. For real this time. He attempted to sound severe. You wont be able to sit for a week.


I am sure I will deserve it. You are right in all things, loSamuel. But you cannot spank me now.


Why not?


It maybe He heard the hesitation though she hurried to cover it. Maybe disturb harmony. Your tai-tai never lose harmony. Never.


Repetition was the way the Chinese conveyed emphasis. Tai-tai meant not simply wife but senior wife, she to whom all other wivesif such there might beowed allegiance. Devrey knew both things, but he seldom remembered to repeat a word he meant to strengthen. As for the rest, it wasnt practical.


He had married Mei-hua in the room beyond this one, in a ceremony he remembered as a bewildering shimmer of gongs and incense. Afterward she had been brought to this bed on its raised red satin platform hung about with quilted red velvet to perform her first duty as his wife, to sit absolutely still for hours and demonstrate her inner harmony. Meanwhile Devrey had been taken downstairs to eat and drink, and only occasionally remind himself that if he stepped out the door he would be not in this exotic Chinese world but on Cherry Street in New York, a few steps from the busy waterfront. Four hours later, when he had returned to the bedroom to claim what was his, Mei-hua was exactly as hed left her. Except for her smile of joyous welcome.


You could never be disharmonious, he said now.


His voice was steady, the words without any hint of anger or disapproval, but she could feel his fury in the heat of his skin and the coldness of his breath. I try never displease you, lord. Not true. She had tried very hard. For many months now, as soon as he left her after lovemaking, she lay for long, boring hours with her feet above her head so his seed would find the son-making place deep inside. She had eaten only son-making food, though it was not always her favorite. Only the gods knew how hard she tried. And Ah Chee.


Mei-hua could not see the bedroom door from her present position, but she knew beyond doubt that her servant was near, probably listening. I do nothing to displease my lord. Never. Never. Big lie, but never mind.


Samuel, he corrected again, delivering at the same time one slap to her buttocks. Light enough to be playful but hard enough to sting.


Mei-hua stiffened and rolled away, clasping both hands below her waist as she did so. Husband is correct. I deserve beating. She jumped off the bed, got the bamboo stick they used to close the red velvet curtains, and brought it to him, kneeling on the platform and leaning her head on her folded arms on the mattress. I stay like this and husband beat back and shoulders until they bleed, only no part below waist. Then I will never


I have never beaten you, Mei-hua. Why would I start now? Above or below the waist. He got up and put the stick back by the window, then drew her to her feet, kissing her face all the while, little soft kisses.


Because husband is displeased with me.


No, I am not. I understand you. The silk robe, the long lung pao hed worn earlier, lay on a nearby chair, splendid green satin with dragons embroidered in silver thread. Samuel passed it by in favor of his western clothes, carefully hung in an elaborately carved wardrobe. He pulled on the tight black trousers and black boots and high-necked white shirt and tied his stock. I must go.


It is early. Useless old Ah Chee made soup you like, with duck and pumpkin.


Perhaps tomorrow. You rest now. He picked up her pale yellow silk robe and draped it over her shoulders, lifting her back into the bed as he did so. Sleep, Mei-hua. Stay beautiful for me.


The room beyond was as exotic and foreign as the bedroom, if not as sensuous. The furnishingsrosewood, ebony, ornaments of luminous porcelain and glowing brasshad all arrived from Canton when Mei-hua did, part of her dowry, along with the servant woman.


Ah Chees skin was creased leather and her hair white, but she seemed to Samuel ageless. She stood by the front door, eyes cast down, hands folded, ready to usher him out. Hard to say if she knew he was leaving by the way he was dressed or if, as he suspected, she listened regularly to everything that happened in the bedroom. My lord stay a little stay, she urged. Maybe take some of this old womans poor soup. Stay.


Samuel walked straight to her and slapped her hard across the face. She did not move, seemed barely even to flinch. He slapped her a second time. He knew she wouldnt react, but it calmed some of the rage in his belly. When did tai-tai bleed last? And when she didnt answer, Tell me. If you lie, I swear I will cut out your tongue.


In Last month, lord. Before start of Water Sheep year.


He did the calculation quickly. Last month was January, and this year, 1834, was Water Sheep. When did she stop taking the special drink? He bought the powder himself from a Mrs. Langton on Christopher Street. Guaranteed to prevent conception as long as a woman drank it dissolved in ale every morning before sunrise.


Never, lord. Never. Never. Every day I wake up tai-tai and she drink. Ah Chee did not say that the girl hated the taste of ale with a rare passion, and spat it out almost as soon as the mixture touched her mouth. Anyway, the powder was probably useless. What did a yang gwei zih woman know of such things? Ah Chee, whose job it had been to look after this plum blossom since the day she was born, got make-no-baby powder from Hor Jick the apothecarythe closest thing to a proper doctor, a yi, in this placeand sprinkled it on the girls food, and twice a day rubbed excellent lizard skin cream on Mei-huas beautiful flat belly. Until, that is, she had judged the plum blossom to be ready and stopped sprinkling and rubbing. Never, lord, never, she repeated. Tai-tai drink every day.


Still? Even after she missed two monthlies?


Yes, lord, yes. Drink. Drink.


You are a lying old witch. He itched to slap her again but knew it would make no difference.




Mei-hua, her ear pressed to the door, heard the latch click, signaling Samuels departure. She ran from the bedroom in a whirl of yellow silk and flung herself at Ah Chee, fists flying, pounding out her rage. You tell. You tell. Old woman say I do not bleed already two months. You tell.


Ah Chee stood calmly under the onslaught. Eventually Mei-huas anger turned to misery, and she retreated to huddle, weeping, in the elaborately carved red-lacquered throne chair, usually reserved for her husband, under the scroll depicting Fu Xing, the god of happiness, whose benign smile did not alter whatever happened in this room.


For once the old woman did not rush to dry the girls tears. You think Lord Samuel stupid? Soon tai-tais flat little girl belly get big and round. Will the lord not see? Will he think tai-tai swallowed a melon?


Such considerations were for the future. Mei-hua was concerned only with this terrible moment. Now my lord will make you take me to the wretched Hor Jick devil yi, and he put filthy devil yi hands on me and make son jump out of belly and


No, not happen. Not. No devil doctor Hor Taste Bad, Ah Chee said, using the nickname by which the apothecary was generally known.


Mei-hua stopped weeping and looked up. Why you think this? Why?


Know definitely for sure. No Taste Bad. Absolutely. Ah Chee did not wait to answer more questions. Instead she went to the kitchen and returned with a bowl of hot soup. Tai-tai open mouth. I feed son.


Wait


Ah Chee did not wait. She spooned soup into the girls open mouth. It was so hot that it scalded Mei-huas throat, but she swallowed it quickly, turning her head aside so Ah Chee could not immediately force a second spoonful on her. Wait, old woman. Wait. First tell why you are sure Lord Samuel not make you take tai-tai to Taste Bad devil yi.


Because Taste Bad devil yi one of us, civilized person. Lord Samuel take tai-tai himself to white yang gwei zih. Make sure abortion done properly.


Mei-hua gasped in horror, and Ah Chee took the opportunity to spoon more hot soup down her throat.




Cherry Street ran parallel to the East River, two streets back from the docks, a little above the mercantile southern heart of the city. Though George Washington had lived briefly in a house on Cherry when he was presidentMartha complained that the ceilings were too low for the feathers in the ladies hatsthe area was not the same. The wealthy had been fleeing the tumult of the lower town of late, deserting even their grand residences on Broadway and around Battery Park for the quiet of the numbered streets and avenues further up the island. These days, the grid adopted in 1809, a tight mesh of interlocking streets and avenues laid out across every inch of a Manhattan of hills and woods and streams, was closer to reality; it had been implemented from Tenth Street to Fourteenth and from First to Eighth avenues. The grids virtue was that it allowed the greatest possible number of people to be housed on the island. It was a vision made inevitable because another had been realized.


Opened in 1827, the Erie Canal ran from Lake Erie in the west to the Hudson River in the east, establishing a direct water route to New Yorks magnificent harbor from the outer edge of the ever-expanding nation. There were twenty-four united states now, with Missouri the westernmost, and the far-flung territories of Michigan, Arkansas, and Florida bidding to join soon. The Erie Canal allowed the great city to open her mighty maw and swallow everything the industrious folk living so distant from the coast could produce, then spew it forth across the ocean. Such an increase of business was a racketing, riotous dream come true for the money men who had always ruled this town, but not one their wives wished to have clattering day and night outside their front doors. Uppertendom high society called themselves as they migrated north to the numbered streets above Bleecker. Cherry Street was no part of uppertendoms world.


A bitter wind blew off the river when Sam Devrey came into the street. Snow was coming down in earnest, and already the ragged roof line of the closely packed three-and four-story wooden houses was edged with a thick white border. The two buildings closest to the intersection of Cherry and Market Streets, numbers thirty-seven and thirty-nine, belonged to him personally, not to Devrey Shipping. Both were built of wood. Thirty-seven was three stories high, thirty-nine four, and each was three windows wide. Once private homes, they were now lodging houses like the others on the block, densely packed with laborers who paid fifty cents a week for whatever bit of floor they could claim. Devreys lodgings were even more tightly packed than the others. His tenants were Chinese, willing to tolerate any degree of crowding to be with their own kind. Mostly they were sailors who had accidentally washed ashore, and mostly from one or another part of Canton, because that was the point on the globe where Asia touched the West. The single exception to the allocation of space was that Mei-hua and Ah Chee occupied the entire upper floor of the corner house, number thirty-nine, an area that would have housed at least twelve of the Chinese men.


None of Samuels tenants questioned the arrangement, or in any way encroached on the young beauty most had never set eyes on, the supreme first lady tai-tai. As for Ah Chee, they nodded respectfully when she went past, and when sometimes she joined them for a game of cards and a drink of plum brandy, they were inclined to let her win. This despite the fact that except for those two, the tiny Chinese community was without females of any sort. It was but one of the hardships they bore. Another was their inability to look like everyone else in this place. That was not simply a matter of skin color or having almond-shape rather than round eyes. In China, since the coming of the Manchu in 1644, it was the law that every male must shave the front of his head and wear a queue, a long braid down his back. If he cut his queue a man could not return to die in what they called the Middle Kingdom, the land between heaven and earth. He would not be buried with his ancestors. In the matter of making a new life in America, Samuels tenants considered themselves sojourners, those who had come to stay a little stay (so the expression in their language had it) and to return home. They found what work they could and sent as much money as possible back to relatives in China. In the matter of their attitude towards Devrey, he was a white man who spoke their language, a source of the temporary jobs on which they depended, and he could be counted on to provide rice when times were hard. In this place he need answer to no one.


You leave now, lord?


Yes.


Lord wait. I get horse.


The man was one of at least four calledin the Chinese fashion, family name firstLee Yut. A good many were Lee Something else. Sixty-two tenants at this weeks count, and pretty much all of them Lees or Hors or Bos, all from little villages where everyone was related and the second and third sons were sent to sea to be cooks and stewards to the officers of the ships in the China trade. Nicknames helped sort out the confusion. This particular Lee Yut was known as Leper Face because his skin was severely pitted by the pox, the scars so close together that in some places his flesh looked to have been eaten away.


Leper Face disappeared into the alley between the two buildings and returned a moment later with Devreys mare. She snorted softly, pleased to see her master. Samuel patted her muzzle. Leper Face dropped to his knees and extended his clasped hands. Samuel took the leg-up and swung himself into the saddle. Horseback was not the most appealing manner of travel on a cold night like this one, but a private carriage would attract too much attention in these parts. There were a few of the new hansom cabs for hire in the city but no chance of finding one on Cherry Street. An omnibus, a large multiseat vehicle pulled by a team of six horses, ran a few streets to the west, but it was too public, and since it was used almost exclusively by the men of uppertendom traveling back and forth to their businesses, far too convivial.


Devrey adjusted his seat in the saddle, made a small sound in his throat, and the mare set out on the familiar northward journey. After a few seconds he turned and looked back. Leper Face had disappeared and Mei-huas window was dark. Ah Chee was under strict instructions always to keep the curtains drawn after sunset, but once or twice he had seen a sliver of light and known Mei-hua was up there watching him, alreadyor so he fanciedcounting the minutes until he returned.


Not tonight. All the windows were dark, and there were no gaslights in this neighborhood. Plenty to the south, of course, and recently as far up the town, to use the uppertendom expression, as his own front door on Fourteenth Street.












Chapter Two





MUCH OF FOURTEENTH Street was lined with red-brick houses. Theyd been fashionable enough a few years back, but in New York nothing changed more quickly than fashion. Wilbur Randolf, who had made his money in tanning but owned a number of Fourteenth Street lots, had been one of the first to build with the newly desirable tawny-brown sandstone quarried in central New Jersey. In New York, where even speech was shortened so that business might proceed at a quicker pace, they were called simply brownstones. When Randolfs houses were finished, he arranged that the deed to the finest of them, number three East Fourteenth, on the corner of the somewhat improved Fifth Avenue (a rutted gully become a cobbled street beneath which flowed the now hidden stream known as Minetta Water) would on his death go to his only child, Carolina. Meanwhile it was hers to live in. The handsome gift marked the occasion of Carolinas marriage to Samuel Devrey.


Youre late, Samuel. Ive been waiting for you. Carolina took his hat and gloves herself.


Wheres Dorothy? They had only the one live-in servant unless you counted Barnabas, the boy who slept out back above the stable located in the communal mews. Other needs were met by day help. Still, his wife shouldnt have to attend her own front door.


I sent her down to the kitchen to fetch a bit of supper for you as soon as I heard the mews gate.


And how did you know it was me and not one of the neighbors?


I guessed. Besides, you havent yet had the smith change your mares left rear shoe. It has a loose ring. I told you so a week past.


Barnabas checked. He said the shoe seemed tight enough to him.


Well, Barnabas is wrong. Its loose. Please have it seen to, Samuel. I shall be sick with worry otherwise. Anyway, I dont know why you insist on riding horseback when weve a perfectly good buggy. I certainly dont need it these days. Carolina looked down at her belly, swollen with child.


He silenced her with a kiss on the cheek. I like riding horseback, and I shall have the shoe looked at by the smith tomorrow or the next day. Promise.


What of him, Samuel? Carolina, placated by the promise and the kiss, drew his hand to her rounded middle. No greeting for your son?


Or my daughter. He gave the bulge a dutiful pat. You cant be expert in that as well as the sound made by properly shod horses.


Oh, but I am. You shall have a son. A Devrey heir. Your mother came to see me today. She agrees. Says its obvious since I bulge entirely in the front and not at all in the rear. She is insistent we name the boy Lansing. For your father.


Insistent, is she? Well, I think she must be disappointed. Lansing Devrey had been known as Bastard all his life because his bachelor father never married his mother and the town never let him forget it. Didnt matter that he inherited one of the oldest shipping companies in the city and married a high-society Clinton. Bastard he was until the day he died.


If Mei-hua had a child, it too would be a bastard in the eyes of New York. Only the Chinese would recognize her as the first and senior wife and think it perfectly ordinary for him to acquire a second. Thats what hed been thinking standing next to Carolina in St. Pauls Church eleven months before, vowing before God that he would cleave only unto Wilbur Randolfs daughter. He was taking a second wife in the manner of any man in Asia. Besides, no Caucasian would recognize the marriage ceremony that took place on Cherry Street.


It was the arrival of children that complicated things.




Lavender water tonight, and the new white linen nightdress Carolina had made herself. It was open down the back, because the Irish midwife had suggested that now Mrs. Devrey was in her seventh month, if she had to give in to her husband, she must insist he approach her from the rear. Sure, youll not want him lying atop you and crushing the wee babe. That wouldnt be right, would it dearie?


Carolina had turned aside so the midwife wouldnt see her blush and agreed it was not right. She also reminded herself that such a matter-of-fact approach to the business of conceiving and birthing was the reason she had insisted on having Maggie OBrien attend her lying-in. Her mother-in-law had desperately wanted it to be Mrs. Carter, who was said to have recently delivered babies for an Astor as well as for Commodore Vanderbilts eldest daughter. Carolina wouldnt give in. With no mother of her own since she was a tiny girl and a father she could always twist around her finger, she was accustomed to having her way, even when matched against as formidable an opponent as Celinda Clinton Devrey. Which was why she now had the frank and sensible Mrs. OBrien advising her about the latest possible moment she could continue to accommodate her husband, as long as she offered him what the midwife called the backside way in.


But only for a week or two longer, even under Maggie OBriens forgiving regime. Before the end of March Carolina would start the eighth month of her pregnancy and must begin her confinement, which meant many weeks on either side of the birth when Samuel, like most men, would doubtless frequent a bordello. As far as men were concerned, that side of things was as it was and women were expected to turn a blind eye. Just as they must recognize their duty to submit in the marriage bed.


You know what you must do, I expect, Carolinas father had said gruffly the day before her wedding, rising to the challenge of being the girls only parent. Leave everything to your husband and do exactly as youre bid. In all things, Carolina. Howeverodd they might seem. No one could say Wilbur Randolf didnt do his duty.


I know, Papa.


Yes, I expect you do. Hed turned aside, the matter done with and his obligation fulfilled. And the devil take all those folk who thought him a monster because he hadnt married a second time after the cholera of 1814 took his precious Penelope and left him with a broken heart and a two-year-old daughter. I expect your Aunt Lucy has seen to it that you know such things. Shes here often enough.


It would have been perfectly natural had Wilbur Randolf seen fit to marry his dead wifes widowed and childless sister. Everyone thought so, and Carolina had to agree it had a certain logic. Aunt Lucy was certainly fond of the idea; it was why she came around as frequently as she did. Though of course it was also her bounden duty to give her sisters motherless girl the benefit of female counsel.


Which, after a fashion, she did. Though nothing had turned out quite as Carolina anticipated in the matter of what Aunt Lucy called the expectations of the marriage bed, described as being best borne with fortitude, patience, and closed eyes. It must be dreadful, the girl thought. Why else would everyone be warning her in such mysterious terms? But perhaps they did not realize that she adored her dark and brawny husband or that she had decided to marry him the very first time she saw him, when the wind took his tall stovepipe hat on a blustery street corner and she, agile and quick-minded as always, had been the one to catch and return it. And they had both laughed heartily at the realization of how they had reversed a scene popular in every music hall in the town.


Dear lord, why hadnt she heard that hearty laugh more often since the wedding? And why was it that Samuel apparently had so few expectations of the marriage bed, despite the admonitions of her father and Aunt Lucy?


Lacking anyone with whom she would dare to discuss such questions, Carolina had devised an explanation of her own. Her husband worked so hard and such long hours that he spent most nights in a dead stupor. Thats why he was always careful to remain on his side of the bed, and turned to her only very occasionally in a quick and explosive joining that however soon it was over at least gave her the rare freedom to wrap her arms around Samuel and whisper his name, hoping to convey some of the passion she had felt from that first wind-driven encounter. But soon she must face those eight, perhaps ten, weeks before the baby was bornand at least three months aftersequestered among women. Not even Samuel would be without female ease for such a length of time. Hed go to a bordello for certain and remind himself of whatever it was men found so attractive in such places. Else why were they permitted to exist, despite the railings of preachers and moral reformers alike?


She wouldnt think about it; it was far too distressing. She would have enough to deal with surviving her part of this affair.


Despite all the dreadful stories women whispered over their cups of tea in an afternoon at home, to Carolina her confinement loomed as more trying than the actual birth. Thankfully, since she was in Mrs. OBriens care, her purgatory would be for the shortest possible time. The more fashionable midwives insisted the lying-in period must begin at the end of the fifth month. She had been granted an extra two months of normal life, or as normal as it could be with a great swollen belly preceding one everywhere one went. The time was nearing, however, when she would be required to spend most of every day abed or stretched out on a sofa, with the curtains drawn and windows closed tight. Only female visitors would be permitted, and only relatives at that.


Five long months of such restrictions. Dear lord, it would kill her.


No, it would not. She would endure. But thank heavens, as well as not confining her prospective mothers to their beds until the final eight weeks, Mrs. OBrien said they need not sleep alone until then. Though truth to tell, maam, once theyre in the bed aside ye, its for sure Adam will look for Eve. Big belly and all.


Would that it were so one more time before their separation began. So at least he would remember her. Are you sleeping, Samuel?


Im trying to.


Stay awake a bit longer. Tell me about your day. What kept you so late?


Affairs of business, Carolina. They wouldnt interest you.


Oh, but they would. Papa always told me about his business. I found it fascinating. Im sure yours is as well.


Shipping is a much more complex endeavor than leather goods. Wilbur Randolf had started as a maker of harnesses. These days he owned four tanneries, and some two dozen of the towns harness makers were part of the extensive business he had created. These skilled workers, each in his own tiny workshop, counted on Randolf to supply not only the raw materials of their trade but the orders for harnesses that kept food in the mouths of their families. It was a far steadier source of income than simply setting up shop and waiting for customers. They might grumble about giving away three-fourths of their earnings, but very few severed their relationship with Randolf Leather and set up on their own. At least half of those who did returned in a few months begging to be allowed to resume the former arrangement. Sometimes Wilbur took them back. Frequently he did not. An example, after all, had to be made.


From Sams point of view, that Carolina was an only child who would inherit her fathers estatewhich for all practical purposes meant it would come to him as her husbandwas one reason hed decided to marry her. Or, as he thought of it, take her as a second wife. The other reason was that Carolina was a golden blonde and almost as tall as he. Her eyes were brown, while Mei-huas were that remarkable blue-gray hed seen in no other Chinese. Carolina being so different from Mei-hua would help him keep the two worlds apart, as distant in his mind as they were in reality. That had been the plan. The practice was not always reliable. He could feel the heat of her body pressing against his.


Samuel moved as far away as he could without falling out of the bed. Sorry. I didnt mean to crowd you.


Youre not crowding me. I like nestling against you as if we were a pair of spoons in the drawer.


Mei-hua fit snugly against his midsection; it seemed he could encompass her completely simply by drawing his knees to his chest. Even when she was slender, Carolinas height made that impossible. Now with her big belly and her spreading hips


See, she whispered. The gown opens from the back. He felt her draw it aside. Mrs. OBrien says its quite safe this way for another little while.


Are you telling me you discuss my most private life with that Irish midwife you insisted on engaging against all advice? He didnt want to sound angry. Not in light of her condition. Butdamned women. Do you?


Not exactly, Samuel, but of course I


Never mind, Carolina. I didnt mean to sound gruff. I understand you arent entirely clearheaded these days. He rolled out of the bed as he spoke. Anyway, its high time I started sleeping in the room across the hall. It will be better for you, Im sure. Im sorry I did not suggest it earlier. I didnt mean to be so selfish.




Tell her about his business, shed said. Sweet Christ, he was a Devrey, what would his business be but boats and seaports and trade?


Ships were bellied up to the eastern edge of Manhattan in a continuous line from South Street to well above Franklin. Barques and brigs and schooners and sloops stretched along the waterfront, their bowsprits overhanging Front Street, their masts aggressively thrusting towards the clouds. On any given day there were three hundred of them this side of the island and almost as many over on the Hudson side. Nearly half the goods exported from the entire country left from New York, and fully a third of everything the nation imported entered here. At any hour you could see pilot craft shepherding a newly arrived vessel to a mooring. Walk down the town far enough to look across the harbor to the open ocean, and fair to certain youd see a spread of square sail against the horizon, royals and top gallants bellying in the wind, blazing white in the sun. Damn fine, Devrey thought. A rousing sight. But not likely to last. Not the way it was now.


Commercial craft were at war, with money and speed set to determine the outcome as sure as cannon balls did for the navy. The battle began eighteen years back in 1815 with Fultons steamboat, but Cornelius Vanderbilt took the measure of that innovation better than Fulton had. The inventor died a man of modest means. Vanderbilt created a fortune based on his youthful mastery of the game of boat ramming that marked the early skirmishes between steam and sail. Now he was called commodore. Sweet Christ, would you believe it? Malicious mischief raised to a title. Commodore Vanderbilt was said to be worth half a million, and steam ruled the inland waterways and the coastal packets. There was even talk of steamboats that could carry enough coal to make the ocean crossing to Europe.


Steam was not the only enemy of traditional shipping. The second shot in the war had been fired by Jeremiah Thompson and his Black Ball Line. Thompsons sailing packets set out for England not when their holds were full and the weather fair but on an announced schedule. A few years back the first Black Ball vessel left the harbor in a snow squall, precisely as the clock of St. Pauls struck ten, carrying only a few passengers, some
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Epilogue





July 4, 1863
 The Temporary Field Hospital at Cemetery Ridge,
 Gettysburg in Pennsylvania


TELL THE YANG gwei zih to take me home, Mei-hua said.


The driver had been with her for half a dozen years, but he was not Chinese and so would always be a yang gwei zih, a foreign devil. I will tell him, Mamee. Mei Lin leaned forward and kissed her mothers cheek, then opened the door and climbed down. She paused just long enough to tuck Mei-huas book beneath the short cape of the black habit of Mother Elizabeth Setons Sisters of Charity. In moments it was safe and hidden. Just like her.


Except that Nicholas Turner, the this-place-red-hair yi of her mothers long drama and her own, was watching, and he knew everything.


Take her home, please, Mei Lin called up to the driver. He clucked softly to the horses and they moved away.


Dr. Turner was alone. Mei Lin went to join him. I didnt want to trouble you when you were so busy, she said. Particularly with a stranger present.


Walt Whitman, Nick explained. The Brooklyn poet. He comes frequently to visit the army hospitals. But you He gestured to the habit she wore. My dear, I had no idea. I thought perhaps you and Mr. Heinz


Mei Lin laughed. You thought correctly, Dr. Turner. Fritz and I have been married for four years. She didnt bother to explain that neither the Catholic Church nor the government of Pennsylvania gave any trouble about an earlier marriage conducted at midnight and effected simply by carrying the bride across the grooms threshold. We have two sons. But Fritz is away at present with the Union Army Corps of Engineers. After this terrible battle, I wanted to do something to help. The Mother Superior of the convent Mother Manon asked to take us in when we first came said I could join them to help find the live bodies among the dead. Shes a practical woman, like Mother Manon. She simply put me in a habit the same as the others. Fewer questions to answer that way.


I see. Im glad, Nick said, adding, not that theres anything wrong with being a nun. I was surprised to see your mother here. She is well?


Reasonably so, Manon said. She lives with us and is happy with her grandsons, but still much fixated on the past. These days she frequently does odd things, like following me here to give me something she could just as well have given me at home.


The passing of years sometimes does that to people, Nick said. And in your mothers case, given her experiences, its not surprising.


I suppose not. Tell me, please, your wife and childrenthere was never any trouble after


Ah, he said, apparently you never heard. Kurt Chambers was killed the same night you left New York. Seems he tried to escape from custody and one of the coppers shot him. His stomach no longer roiled when he thought about what Zac had arranged, not in the face of all the horror hed witnessed since.


Mei Lin looked somber for a moment. Nick thought she might be saying a prayer for the repose of Chamberss soul. Then she smiled. I have the fondest possible memories of you and your wife and Sunshine Hill. I hope everyone is well.


As far as we can tell, Nick said. Josh is in the army, we know not where most of the time. Blessedly Simon is yet too young to go. He and Goldie are at home with Carolina. And Ceci His face darkened.


I know she married her Mr. Lee and went to live in Virginia, Mei Lin said. She wrote me. We were planning a visit some day. She shook her head. Perhaps after all this is over. What news of Zachary?


Very busy in Washington just now. Advising Mr. Lincoln on matters of wartime shipping and such. Nick did not add that he too was frequently consulted by the president. Indeed, if he had not been in the nearby capital when the magnitude of this battle began to be apparent, close enough to board one of the wagons bringing medicine and doctors, he would not have been in Gettysburg at all.


One of the nuns brushed by; the sight of her reminded Mei Lin of how much there was to do. I really must go back to work.


I as well, Nick said.


Your achievements here in the field hospitals are already a legend, Dr. Turner.


He snorted. I want no reputation garnered in this wretched war. My worst nightmare is that one day I will look down at the faces of the dead and dying Im supposed to treat and see my son or my son-in-law. That I will be the one who has to tell my wife her boy is gone or my stepdaughter shes a widow. This wretched, wretched war.


We are all, every moment, in the hands of God, Dr. Turner.


So they tell me, Mei Lin. So they tell me.
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