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Dedicated to the memory of my wonderful mother, Joyce, who knew a few things about rebellions
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1. LONG NIGHT OF THE BOMBS

MONDAY, MARCH 4, 1776


… SOON AFTER CANDLELIGHT, CAME ON A MOST TERRIBLE BOMBARDMENT AND CANNONADE, ON BOTH SIDES, AS IF HEAVEN AND EARTH WERE ENGAGED.

—BOSTON SELECTMAN TIMOTHY NEWELL’S JOURNAL



Take away this puke bucket, girl, and bring me a clean one!”

Judge Bellingham bellowed like an angry ox, but I did not move. I couldn’t, not while the Patriot cannons boomed over and over with terrifying thunder. They were aimed at Boston, which meant they were aimed at me.

I was hiding, quite sensibly, under the table at the top of the stairs, in shouting distance of the judge’s bedchamber and far away from any window, in case a cannonball or mortar shell came crashing in. For a helmet, I wore a wooden bowl that smelled of cinnamon. (I’d been mixing a sweet dough in it when the Patriots unleashed more lethal mischief.)

The judge made another loud contribution to his puke bucket.

I held my hand over my mouth and swallowed hard, for the sound of his retching made my own insides go funny.

My employer was suffering mightily with gout in the toes of his left foot. Adding to his woes, his stomach had turned sour at sunset, so he’d taken to his bed, groaning loudly about his afflictions. I brought him a pot of ginger tea, but he demanded a flask of wine and more of the mutton soup served at supper. I’d suggested toasted bread on account of his bellyache. He reminded me that I was a blockhead kitchen maid.

But I ask you, who was puking up the mutton soup now?

“Did you hear me?” he roared.

Three nearby British cannons boomed, as if answering his question. The force of the sound rattled every window in the house and shattered the mirror that hung above the table. Shards of glass rained down around me and onto the dusty floorboards. I cringed, clutched my helmet, and counted: one, two, three. No cannonball crashed through the wall. No fire exploded through the front door.

“Get me a clean bucket now!” hollered the judge.

George Washington’s Patriot army had kept ten thousand British soldiers pinned down in Boston for nearly a year now. This siege made the lives of the few ordinary folks trapped in the town (like me) a misery. Two nights earlier, the Patriot cannons had begun bombarding us, changing our circumstances from difficult to terrifying. I wished that the mothers of every soldier on both sides would magically appear, grab their sons by the ear, and drag them home for a well-earned thrashing. Then we could dump all the cannons and guns into the sea and go about living our lives in a more sensible manner.

I sighed. Weaving dreams and fantasies produced a cloth of regret, that’s what Pappa said.

“Answer me, you sniveling featherbrain!” the judge demanded. “Are you still there?”

“Yes, sir,” I called, even though I was neither sniveling nor a featherbrain.

“Bring me that blasted bucket or I’ll put you on the street!”

Losing my job meant losing a place to sleep and three meals a day, which scared me even more than the cannonballs. I dashed down the hall to an unused bedroom, grabbed a chamber pot, and cleaned the spiderwebs out of it with my apron as I ran.

The judge most closely resembled an ancient snapping turtle; one that wore a stained, purple silk robe over a nightshirt and an old-fashioned gray wig. His gout-plagued foot was propped up on a high stack of pillows, but the rest of him, thankfully, was hidden under the rumpled blankets. The judge had not washed in ages, which made the room reek of decay, like his anger was rotting him from the inside out.

He glared at me. “About time, you idle dolt.”

I curtsied and replaced the disgusting puke bucket with the chamber pot. “Apologies, sir.”

He pushed himself higher against the mahogany headboard. “I require the attention of Doctor Church. Fetch him immediately.”

“Beg pardon, sir?”

“Do you not understand English?” he snapped.

I took a half step backward to ensure that I was out of his reach. Contradicting my master was tricky work. “The rebels arrested Doctor Church for spying, sir, months ago,” I cautiously reminded him. “He’s jailed in Connecticut.”

“I know that!” His face flushed scarlet with embarrassment. “Do you imagine that I am ignorant?”

For a moment, Judge Abraham Trink Bellingham—wealthy merchant and member of the Royal Governor’s Council—did not look like a powerful owner of ships, shops, and houses. He was just an old man in need of much assistance, whose mind had begun to wander, mayhaps on account of the bombardment.

“Of course not, sir,” I said gently. “But I can see that you are not well. Should I brew some more ginger tea to soothe your belly? Or mayhaps mint?”

“Tea will not help my toes.” He lifted his chin and smoothed the front of his robe, trying to regain his dignity. “Send up Jane, or that other maid, what’s her name… Elizabeth.”

“I am Elsbeth, sir. Jane and Rose are sleeping with the other soldier wives in the barracks tonight. For their safety, sir.”

“Oh,” he muttered. “Why did you not go with them?”

“I’m not married, sir. I’m only sixteen,” I lied. (Adding three years to my true age made life simpler. I was already taller than most women, so no one questioned my claim.)

He looked me over, starting at my uncomfortable shoes, traveling up my form, and pausing on the smallpox scars that speckled my cheeks. “Quite a gollumpus, aren’t you? I wager you’ve been eating me out of house and home.”

The insult made me clutch my apron, and imagine the pleasure of emptying the puke bucket on his head.

“What is your surname?” he continued.

The unexpected question startled me. “Sir?”

“Cunningham?”

“Culpepper, sir.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “Now I remember. Your father’s a sailor.”

“Sailmaker, sir, at Grenock and Withers’s sail loft. Missus Grenock recommended me to your former housekeeper when we arrived last year.”

He wiped his mouth on a grubby handkerchief. “When was that, exactly?”

“Just before the”—I chose my words carefully—“before the ungrateful rebels started this dreadful standoff.”

“Lexington and Concord.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “An unfortunate moment to come to Boston.”

I nodded. “Pappa has the curse of ill timing.”

“And thus, I am cursed with his daughter.” He spat into the chamber pot and looked me over again. “A pockmarked, slothful wench best suited for farmwork.”

His tone had turned sharp again. His wits were no longer wandering.

Ignoring his insults, I tried my best to appear meek, which was not my natural attitude. “We are deeply grateful for your generosity,” I said, gentling my voice, as if trying to calm a rabid dog. “Working in such a respected home is an honor, sir, particularly in this uncertain time.”

Judge Swinehead grabbed his glass. “Fetch me a doctor. I don’t care which one.” He took a big swig of wine. “But I warn you; do not return without a man who will help my toes.”
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2. DARK STREETS

MONDAY, MARCH 4–TUESDAY, MARCH 5, 1776


SINCE THE MARTIAL LAW HAS BEEN ESTABLISHED IN BOSTON, THE PEOPLE DARE NOT OPEN THEIR MOUTHS….

—ISAAC SMITH TO HIS NIECE ABIGAIL’S HUSBAND, JOHN ADAMS



I grabbed my cloak from its peg and hurried out the kitchen door. The chickens were squawking fearfully in their coop, but I couldn’t stop to comfort them. The full moon tried to shine through the clouds and the thick haze of gunpowder smoke that made my nose itch. I sniffed, sneezed, and shivered.

Cannons roared again as I was crossing Marlborough Street. A flaming shell flew overhead—I ducked into an alley and tried to hide behind a barrel—the shell crashing into a building a few streets away.

This is a fool’s errand. Even if I could make it to a doctor’s house safely, there was no guarantee that he’d be home. I won’t do it. I’d find an empty house and hide in the cellar until dawn. No. I’d go back and demand that Judge Corkbrain find his own blasted doctor. Even better… I’d flee to Pappa’s boardinghouse and tell him everything.

Imagining my father losing his temper and tossing Judge Bellingham into the harbor was immensely satisfying. I sighed deeply. Satisfying, but impossible. Serving girls had to do what their masters commanded.

The cannon fire paused again. I waited a few moments, then stood cautiously. The only sounds came from the British encampment that filled the enormous fields of the nearby common. ’Twas a small town of its own, with rows of tents, cookfires, a hospital….

A hospital!



The military doctors had made their makeshift hospital in the town’s old poorhouse, a large stone building at the far corner of the common. The night’s chaos—officers shouting orders, soldiers rushing every which way, and horses whining in terror—allowed me to walk into the building without drawing any attention. Inside, a sputtering candle lit the entry hall. Through the open door on the right, I could see a shadowy kitchen, with a fire burning in the massive hearth. I opened the door on the left. Sick and injured soldiers filled the room, some lying on mattresses, others on piles of straw. The stench of mold and puke made me pinch my nose closed.

A scowling doctor in a bloodstained apron stalked over to me. “We’ve no room,” he barked. “Inform the general, again, to send the wounded to the Sugar House barracks.”

I released my nose, swallowed hard, and curtsied. “The general did not send me, sir.”

“Then what is your purpose?”

“Judge Bellingham is in desperate need of a doctor. He suffers terrible.”

The doctor paused. “Judge Bellingham of the Royal Council?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Cannonball injury, smallpox, or bloody diarrhea?”

I imitated the doctor’s frown so I’d appear quite serious. “He’s tormented by a terrible attack of gout.”

The doctor muttered some truly vile words that he should not have said in front of a young lass, then crossed his arms over his chest. “Where is his pain?”

“His left foot, sir.” That did not sound dire enough, so I added, “It’s swollen as big as a cow’s udder. The pain shoots like lightning all the way to his hip.”

(Yes, I exaggerated. A mild untruth can sometimes create an easy way out of unpleasant circumstances.)

The doctor took a long, slow breath. “Let him drink only milk. He may eat bread and vegetables, but no meat. And keep his feet warm. He’ll recover in a week or two.”

“But he demanded that I bring him a doctor.”

He raised his eyes to the ceiling as if praying for strength, or mayhaps for a whirlwind that would blow me out to sea. When that did not appear, he shouted, “Doubt! I need you.”

A thin-faced lad, a few years older than me, loped over. His shirt was begrimed with the stains of a sickroom, and he wore the breeches of an ordinary fellow, not a soldier.

“Yes, sir?” he asked the doctor.

“Her master has gout. He is the sort of gentleman we must aid, even on a night like this. Make up two packets: calomel and camphor. Enough for five days.”

“No cochineal, sir?” The lad’s voice crackled as he spoke.

“All gone.” The doctor turned to me. “Mix an egg yolk into a small pot of cool tea, then add six grains from each packet and stir until it foams. Your master should drink two cups of this, three times a day.”

“But, sir—” I started.

“And, Doubt?” he continued. “When you’re finished, go home and sleep. You cannot help me if you become a patient too.”

I followed the lad down the hall, through the kitchen, and into a small room lined with shelves of jugs and boxes. A rough-hewn table took up most of the space, with a case of bloody metal instruments at one end. Glass vials and bottles were scattered at the other.

“Is your name really Doubt?” I asked.

“Nyott Doubt, named for a distant uncle.” He reached for a box on the top shelf. “I’m a doctor, like he was.”

“You’re not old enough to be a doctor.”

“You’re not old enough to be running the streets during a bombardment,” he pointed out.

“No one is old enough for that,” I replied.

“Indeed.” He set the box on the table and opened it. “I am nearly a doctor, to be precise.”

“Are you apprenticed here?”

“No, I was apprenticed to”—he glanced at the door and lowered his voice—“Doctor Warren, the one killed at Bunker Hill.”

“Really?” I asked, confused. Doctor Warren had been a Patriot leader, yet Nyott Doubt was working for the British. Which side did he support? “Folks say he was a great man.”

“He was all that and more.”

The light of a candle flared. This almost-doctor was old enough to shave, but evidently new to the practice, for he’d missed several patches of whiskers. His hair was the brown of old leather. The circles under his tawny eyes showed the long hours he’d worked without sleep, and he looked in need of a hearty meal. If he’d kept his mouth closed, I’d have thought him a workingman’s son, but the way he spoke made clear that he came from a family of the upper sort. Fellows like him looked down on kitchen maids like me.

He carried two dark green bottles to the table. “Does the judge have any other symptoms? Other problems that need medical attention?”

“He’s a bit forgetful, but he is rather old.”

Nyott Doubt uncorked the bottles. “No remedy for that, I fear.” He pointed to a stack of paper packets on the shelf. “Hold one of those while I pour in the calomel.”

’Twas an order, not a request, but I did as he asked. I waited until the packet was full, then added, “Do you have a powder that will calm him? He can be a perfect terror, and he’s quite rude.”

He picked up the second bottle. “Sounds like an imbalance of his humors. Get another packet.”

I did as he asked. “Judge Bellingham is not a comical man. He doesn’t even laugh.”

The lad quickly filled the second packet, then recorked the bottle. “I meant the four scientifical humors: melancholic, sanguine, choleric, and phlegmatic. I studied them, you know. A patient suffering from an excess of yellow bile is impatient and quick to anger, choleric.”

He paused, clearly pleased with his vast medical knowledge.

“You are truly clever, good sir.” I tried to smile, though I suspected it made me look like a possum baring its teeth. “Trained by Doctor Warren and now working here.”

He fought a grin as he put the green bottles back on the shelf. “Well, my work here is mostly cleaning up messes.”

I pushed on. “Judge Bellingham would be most grateful if you visited and explained the uses of these powders to him.”

“I cannot.” His grin faded. “Apprentices are not allowed to treat patients on their own.”

“But he commanded me to bring him a doctor. Tonight, right now.”

He tied the packets closed. “Apprentices are not allowed to do such a thing,” he repeated.

A wee bit of anger stirred in my belly. This chucklehead was a highborn nincompoop who only cared about himself.

“All I ask is that you chat a bit with my employer. The doctor out there already ordered the medicine, so you wouldn’t be breaking any rules.”

He handed me the packets. “You are asking me to lie, which is dishonorable.”

My irritation boiled over. “Judge Bellingham is an old man in need of reassurance. How can you hope to be a doctor if you refuse to comfort the sick?”

He winced and looked away from me. “Your harsh words cut me, miss, but you make a good point.”

His defeated manner signaled that the door to opportunity had opened.

“You’ll be paid, of course,” I quickly added. “In food as well as coin. We’ve plenty of apple pie and sharp cheddar cheese. I wouldn’t try the mutton soup if I were you, but there’s ham, roasted pigeon, and fresh brown bread. Oh, and cider, as much as you can drink.”

He studied me for a moment, then picked up the candle. “In that case, show me the way.”
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3. SURROUNDED

TUESDAY, MARCH 5, 1776


… ABOUT SUNRISE THE ENEMY & OTHERS IN BOSTON APPEARED NUMEROUS ON THE TOPS OF HOUSES & ON THE WHARVES VIEWING US WITH ASTONISHMENT, FOR THE APPEARANCE WAS UNEXPECTED TO THEM.

—GENERAL JOHN THOMAS TO HIS WIFE, HANNAH



Judge Bellingham had been skeptical when Nyott Not-Quite-a-Doctor Doubt entered his bedchamber, but was quickly won over by the way the lad fussed over his painful toes. ’Twas long past midnight when Mister Doubt came down the stairs and feasted as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. When he finally left, I piled blankets under the kitchen table and slept there, just in case a cannonball came through the ceiling.

I didn’t wake until the hall clock chimed six. Sleep-dazed, I sat up quickly, cracked my head on the underside of the table, and fell back down with a groan.

’Twas not an auspicious start to the day.

After adding wood to the kitchen fire, I grabbed the water bucket and headed outside. The neighborhood was strangely quiet, with none of the ordinary sounds of conversation, or clip-clopping horse hooves, or the blacksmith’s hammer ringing at his forge. Even my chickens were subdued. When I opened the door of their coop, the four of them stepped out cautiously, looking around with suspicion before they started pecking at the snow that still covered the yard. Flora, my favorite, clucked her disapproval at my late arrival.

“Don’t scold,” I warned as I examined the coop for eggs. “ ’Twas a long and dangerous night.” They already knew that; the empty coop meant that the poor dears had been too scared to produce any eggs. They kept close to my ankles as I walked to the well, telling me that their night had been much worse than mine.

I pulled up the first bucket of water. “You were all very brave,” I assured them, pouring the water into their bowl. “So was I, if we’re to be honest.”

Three of them drank greedily, but Flora leaned against my leg. I knelt down and gently stroked the soft feathers on her neck.

“Elsbeth!”

The shout sent the chickens scurrying back though the snow to the coop. Shube sprinted around the east corner of the house, hollering loud enough to wake the dead, “Victory is ours!”

“Hush, you foolish dolt!” I warned in a hiss.

Shubel Kent was my boon companion, my only friend in Boston who was not a chicken. Indeed, he was a tall, big-boned lad, with untamed chestnut hair and a slightly flattened nose, the result of a wrestling match with a bear, he claimed. The bear was also to blame for his chipped front tooth and the star-shaped scar on the back of his left hand. Shube swore that he’d won the match and that the bear had limped away with many more injuries. As always, he wore buckskin breeches held tight below his knees with twine and a faded blue-striped shirt that I’d patched so many times, it looked like a jumbled checkerboard.

He bent over, hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. “ ’Tis astonishing, Culpepper!” He looked up at me. “A wonderment!”

“Did last night’s cannon fire blow up all the redcoat generals?” I asked hopefully. Living in a town occupied by the British had turned me into a fierce supporter of the Patriots.

“ ’Tis connected to the cannon fire, to be sure. But you have to see it with your own eyes.” He stood up straight and pointed to the roof. “Up there.”

I snorted. “My wings haven’t sprouted yet, you turnip.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve never snuck out on the roof? I’m disappointed in you, Culpepper. Thought you were the adventurous type.”

“Bolder than you,” I retorted. “And smart enough to know there’s no way to reach the roof.”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “I know how.”

I hesitated. Shubel couldn’t read or write, but he knew the ways of Boston better than most.

“Baaaaa!” he bleated, mocking me like a frightened little lamb.

“Enough mocking,” I warned. “I’ll go with you, but we can’t dawdle. Cook will be here any minute.”

“You won’t regret it, I swear.” He ran toward the kitchen door. “This is revolution, Culpepper!”



Before I could think of a witty reply, we’d snuck up the back stairs to the attic. I’d never had any reason, nor inclination, to go up there before. ’Twas a massive room with broad chimneys at either end and a double-stack chimney in the center. All that space was filled with a hoard of ancient rubbish: broken furniture, mouse-nibbled blankets, moldy books, and trunks packed with the belongings of people long dead. At first glance, I thought sure this was a prank. Just as well that I’d never wasted my time investigating up there.

Without a word, Shube went straight to the ladder leaning against the center chimney stack and clambered up it to a hatch built into the underside of the roof. With a grunt, he pushed the hatch open and disappeared into the blue sky above. I hurried after him as quick as my skirts would allow, which was quite slow, for ladder climbing is a sport designed for breeches. At the top, I crawled out in the clumsiest manner possible.

To my delight, I was standing on a walkway built between the chimneys and surrounded by railings, like a porch. I approved of this practical notion, for being so high off the ground made my head spin a bit.

Shubel opened his arms wide, like a king beholding his country. “Some view, eh?”

The world below was laid out like a wondrous map come to life. The nearby houses were as grand as the judge’s, but closer to the water, and small buildings were crowded together across from the wharves where Royal Navy ships were docked. Curiously, folks of all sorts were standing on the wharves; children and women, as well as workingmen and sailors, all gazing up at the hills on the other side of the bay.

“Look over there.” Shube pointed in the same direction, to Dorchester Heights. “See it?”

I raised my hand to block the sharp morning sun and squinted. Cannons, that’s what I saw. Dozens of cannons, lined up neatly across the hills. Cannons that had not been there the day before. Cannons pointed at Boston.

Impossible.

My eyes were playing tricks on me. I closed them, took a deep breath, and opened them again. The cannons were still there, flanked by soldiers, fluttering flags, and a few horses. But… they were not wearing the red uniforms of the king’s army. They were clad in ordinary clothes, the kind worn on a farm or in a workshop.

“Patriots!” I gasped. “But, but… how did they move all those cannons in one night?” I turned to Shube. “Is General Washington a magician?”

“Could be,” he said with a laugh. “The cannon fire last night was done to distract the redcoats, so the rebels could haul those cannons up the ridge without notice.”

That made no sense. “How could they fire the cannons whilst moving them at the same time?”

“Those cannons”—Shube pointed again at the hills—“are new. Stolen from a fort in New York, I heard. Putting them up there means the Patriots control every inch of land around Boston now.” He laughed again, louder. “The blasted lobsterbacks are penned in! Their only escape is the sea.”

“Tarnation!” I shouted. “They must be angry enough to spit nails. No—I bet they’re filling their breeches in fear.” I grabbed his shoulders. “You were right: ’tis a wonderment, Turnip! The best wonderment ever!”

Shubel mirrored me, gently grabbing hold of my shoulders. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing down, then up. Curiously, his eyes appeared more green than blue in the dazzling sunlight. A strange volley of sensations shot through me; first heat, then an icy shiver, followed by a dizziness that made me clutch his shoulders harder, for we stood very close to the edge.

“I figured you might like it,” he said quietly.

Before I could answer, a scattering of cheers erupted from the nearby rooftops, where other people had climbed onto their roofs and were now hopping up and down, hollering, “Huzzah! Huzzah!” The Patriot soldiers returned the sentiment, waving their hats and roaring their triumph.

“Elsbeth Culpepper, are you up there?”

Cook’s voice startled us so much that we leapt away from each other. By the time the old woman poked her head out of the hatchway, Shubel was picking at the peeling paint on the railing and I was collecting the sticks and twigs piled by the chimney.

“Good day, Cook,” I said politely. “We just came up to look at—”

“I know why you’re here,” she interrupted, eyes sparkling with glee. “Is it true? Them rebels planted five hundred cannons on Dorchester last night?”

“Mebbe not five hundred,” Shube said, “but enough to beat the redcoats.”

Cook nodded with approval. “He’s a sly fox, that Washington.”

“Join us, missus!” Shube said, crouching by the hatch.

As he coaxed her up the last two rungs of the ladder, I walked to the far end of the platform, trying to shake off the peculiar feelings buzzing inside me. I leaned against the north chimney, grateful for its solid, unmoving weight. None of the buildings on Milk Street appeared damaged by cannonballs, but I couldn’t see much beyond that. The tall tower of the State House on King Street still stood proud and untouched. But there was no question—with those cannons on Dorchester Heights, the Patriots could now fire on the center of town, and easily destroy the British.

I pondered with the fiercest intensity. If Washington didn’t fire the cannons, tempers could cool down. The British might leave, or at least be nicer. The families who had fled when the siege began would return. Life would go back to the way it was in ordinary times, with food for sale in the markets, schools open, and shops ready to sell books and fabric and spices. Ships needing skilled sailmakers would arrive, and Pappa would finally be paid his worth. We’d rent a house or a few rooms, so I wouldn’t have to sleep where I worked. Better yet, we could finally save up enough to pay for my apprenticeship with the finest seamstress in town. I aimed to become a proper Boston she-merchant.

Best of all, my father might learn to be happy again.

Boston was supposed to be our fresh start, far away from Philadelphia’s sorrows. But life during the siege had only compounded his melancholy, making him as ornery as a bear dragged from its cave in midwinter. News of this Patriot victory would give him cause to hope and celebrate.

I have to tell Pappa right now!
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4. GATHERING STORM

TUESDAY, MARCH 5, 1776


IT WAS THE 5TH OF MARCH, WHICH I RECALLED TO [THE SOLDIERS’] REMEMBRANCE AS A DAY NEVER TO BE FORGOTTEN—AN ENGAGEMENT WAS FULLY EXPECTED AND I NEVER SAW SPIRITS HIGHER, OR MORE ARDOR PREVAILING.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON TO LT. COL. JOSEPH REED ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DORCHESTER HEIGHTS SUCCESS OCCURRING ON THE ANNIVERSARY OF THE 1770 BOSTON MASSACRE



The Long Wharf jutted into the harbor from the end of King Street, in the center of town. It was much larger than any wharf we had in Philadelphia; not just longer, but wide enough to have a row of storehouses and shops upon it. One was the sail loft of Grenock and Withers. The clerk inside was so busy arguing with a pair of sailors that I was able to hurry up the stairs without delay.

The long, narrow loft smelled of tar, beeswax, and the endless yards of clean, snow-colored sailcloth that billowed across the floor. Men and lads sat on benches along the walls piecing together the sails. Their white work clothes—a fisherman’s style of shirt and loose breeches—made them look like rough angels repairing damaged clouds.

Pappa sat on a bench under the back window, his meaty hands punching a thick needle through the heavy layers of sailcloth, his ditty bag of tools hanging within reach. He’d aged terrible since we arrived; his russet hair was now woven with strands of ash, and his face was deeply creased with worry. Hunched over so he could better see his work, he seemed almost… small, which was impossible. My father towered over other men; he gave me his height as well as his stubbornness.

Suddenly, I didn’t want to bother him.

I turned to leave, but his boss, a broad-shouldered fellow with burn scars that pulled one side of his face tight, called out, “Are ye lost, lass?”

“I—I must speak to my father, sir,” I said.

At the sound of my voice, every fellow stopped working and looked my way. Their stares made me blush and feel like a ragamuffin. The sleeves of my shift no longer reached my wrists, and the armpit stains were embarrassing. My brown bodice had become uncomfortably tight. My wool skirt was so short (on account of I’d been growing fast) that it showed more of my mud-spattered stockings than Momma would have allowed. Plus, the wind had turned my tidy bun into a tangle best suited for a bird’s nest.

“Elsbeth?” Confused, Pappa put down his tools. “Why are you here? What’s wrong?”

“The Patriots put dozens of cannons up on Dorchester,” I blurted out. “I saw them from the roof. People cheered for them, and the soldiers cheered back. Not His Majesty’s soldiers, of course, they weren’t cheering. In fact, they looked to be in a right funk.”

I sounded like a featherbrain, but all those fellows watching me, some stone-faced, others suspicious, made me nervous. When trapped in such a situation, my mouth ran on and on, like a wild horse that has thrown her rider.

The man sharpening a knife on the bench nearest me snarled, “Yer rebel brat come here to gloat, Culpepper? Makes sense, you siding with them scurvy villains.”

Pappa stood slowly, fists clenched. The rude man got to his feet too, the knife still in his hand. Two others rose to their feet, hungry for a fight.

“Settle down, lads,” growled the boss. “We don’t have time for this.”

My insides twisted; this visit had been a mistake. ’Twas up to me to calm the waves of violence in the air.

I gave a half curtsy of respect to the man with the knife. “I bring no treachery, good sir.”

“Hush, Elsbeth,” Pappa hissed.

I ignored him. “I serve at the house of Judge Abraham Trink Bellingham, a loyal supporter of the king. In truth, General Howe and Lord Percy have dined at the judge’s table.”

(They’d eaten there once. At midday, not supper, so that Bellingham could try to bribe them. It didn’t seem important to share those details with Pappa’s riled-up companions.)

“Like my employer,” I lied, “I have faith in the strength of the British Army and the wisdom of His Majesty, King George.” I put out my hands, offering my words to everyone in the room. “If my prattle offended you, sirs, I pray you accept my humble apology.”

I lowered into a much deeper curtsy, the kind that pretended to say, I am just a foolish girl, when its true meaning was: I’ve seen the landscape from Judge Bellingham’s roof, and you better turn rebel soon, you turnips, or start swimming to England.

Pappa made his way around the room until he reached me. “This child repeats the rumors she hears in the market. ’Tis often a tiresome chore to be her father.”

(I was almost certain that he did not mean that.)

The man with the knife sat back down. “No offense taken.”

“Get to work!” bellowed the boss. He pointed at Pappa. “You have a quarter hour to walk her home and return. And you…” He glared at me. “Don’t come back.”



The sky had darkened ominously, and shrouds of fog hung heavy in the air. Loud officers were herding lines of British soldiers, brows furrowed with fear and anger, toward the ships docked along the wharf. I was glad for Pappa’s company as we struggled to make our way through the crowd.

Once we turned down Quaker Lane, he started walking so fast, I had to trot to keep up. The shuttered windows of the houses made the street seem abandoned. At least one house was still occupied, the one with the red flag on the front door that warned of smallpox patients inside. When Pappa paused to stare at it, I picked up my pace, hoping this might be the moment when we could converse a bit. But as I got close, he started walking again.

He didn’t like talking much, not anymore.

Back in Philadelphia, my father had been a different man. He’d invent songs about Momma’s stew, or my brothers’ dirty faces, or the way I liked to read while sweeping the floor. He always carried one of us on his back on trips to the market or church. He’d juggle apples to stop the baby from crying, pretending to bite each one as it passed by his mouth. His laugh started deep in his belly and wrapped around all of us like a sweet, sheltering hug.

Then smallpox stole them away from us: Momma, my little brothers, and my newborn sister. I fell into a stupor of melancholy so deep that I barely remembered the months that followed. Grief plowed deep ruts into Pappa’s soul and turned him into a stranger.

But now, finally, we had a chance to start living again. If he would just listen to me.

He stopped by the stone fence that surrounded the graveyard, arms crossed, waiting for me to catch up to him. I braced myself for a scolding. Still and silent, he watched last year’s fallen leaves blow across the graveyard for a long while before turning to me, his face a thunderstorm.

“Do you have a brain fever, Elsbeth, or have you simply lost your wits?”

“Beg pardon?” Within me, shock, confusion, and a bit of anger all began fighting for my attention. “Pappa, I—”

“Hush!” He jabbed a gnarled finger at me as if it were a bayonet. “Arriving at the loft the way you did, looking like something dragged behind a cart? I was seized with fear, certain that you’d been attacked, or that the judge’s house had burned to the ground, and you’d barely escaped with your life.”

My father’s thoughts often wandered toward disaster, tormenting him with these kinds of unreasonable fears. More than ever, he needed to hear something reassuring. I clasped my hands at my waist, pretending to be a meek and proper daughter, for that always calmed him.

“My deepest apologies for alarming you,” I said quietly. “I just wanted to share the good news about the cannons. This victory means that our troubles—”

He held up his hands to silence me again. “I already knew about the cannons! As soon as the sun rose, everyone on the Long Wharf saw them. Only a fool—”

He wasn’t listening to me, not even a tiny bit. “OUR TROUBLES,” I repeated loudly, “are over, Pappa.”

“Our troubles are far from over,” he said with a rueful laugh. “In fact, our situation has become even more dangerous, which is why I am stunned that you were fool enough to leave the safety of your master’s house to wander along the wharf like an abandoned urchin!”

I tried to ignore him. “The British will soon leave—”

He shook his head. “Warbling nonsense.”

I put my hands on my hips. The time to be meek was over. “Boston will be reborn,” I declared. “And now we can live an ordinary life. That’s what I came to tell you. Everything will be better now.”

“In the name of heaven, Elsbeth Culpepper, stop!” Pappa snatched his woolen cap off his head and slapped it against the fence. “This is no time for childish fantasies!”

I stood as tall as I could, which brought my eyes to the level of his chin. I still had to look up at him. “They’re not fantasies and I’m not a child. Not anymore.” (As soon as I said that, I wanted to kick myself, for the words made me sound quite childish.)

Pappa shot me a look so fierce that I took a hasty step backward. My belly tightened with dread. This strange mood was more serious than his common melancholy.

“So, you are no longer a child.” He stroked his chin, as if contemplating the notion. “What are your plans for the invasion, then?”

I froze. “What invasion?”

“Oh, haven’t you heard? The Patriots have big plans. Moving the cannons was just the first part. Next, they’ll pour into Boston, bloodthirsty and ready for a fight. Here!” He stomped his boot on the muddy cobblestones. “They could be running down this street tomorrow, or tonight, or in a few hours.”

Rain began falling in the silence that hung between us.

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said, pulling up the hood of my cloak. “Washington controls everything now—they don’t need to fight. What you heard was a rumor.”

“Are you questioning me?” he asked loudly, angrier than before. A purple vein pulsed next to his left eye.

“Yes! Yes, I am!” My shock and confusion had faded, but the anger was boiling. “I think you’re wrong!”

Outraged, he leaned forward. “How dare you speak to me like that!”

“I have to, because you won’t listen to me,” I snapped.

“I do not have to listen to you!” He bent down so we were eye to eye. “Because I am your father!”

I leaned in until my nose nearly touched his. “That’s not fair!”

He squared his shoulders and roared, “Enough!”

The word echoed off the houses huddled around the graveyard. I bit my lip and crossed my arms over my chest to hide the fact that I was shaking. We’d had many disagreements, but never one that felt this perilous.

The wind picked up and the temperature dropped. Pappa didn’t seem to notice that it was raining harder and that the water was mixed with ice.

“I just wanted to cheer you up,” I said, frustrated by the tremble in my voice and the tears that suddenly spilled over.

He grunted. “I must return to the loft.”

I wiped my face on my sleeve.

“I forbid you from coming to the sail loft or the boardinghouse.” He had lowered his voice some, but the words still stung. “Even if the rebels don’t invade, more redcoats have turned violent with the townspeople. Do you understand? You are in danger, lass.”

I nodded, though I disagreed.

He looked back at the graveyard, at the water washing down the rough stones. “Coming to Boston was the worst decision of my life. We should have sailed for England, or better yet, Scotland, to live near your mother’s kin. She…”

I held my breath. He never mentioned Momma.

He cleared his throat. “She’d be so disappointed in me, in my failures. And she’d be terrified for you, on account of your appearance, your…” He waved at me in a perplexing manner.

“What’s wrong with my appearance, other than my hair? And my skirt.”

“People assume you are older than thirteen, Elsbeth. You are much too trusting, and—”

“No, I’m not.”

He talked right over my protest, “—you are ignorant of the evils of the world. Do not leave the judge’s house unless you are accompanied by the cook.”

I gave a small groan of frustration. After everything that I’d endured—starting over in a strange place, trapped between two armies, trying to be a (mostly) obedient servant to a spoiled tyrant—all that, and still he treated me like a helpless babe.

Nevertheless, I swallowed my pride and choked out the words that he expected. “Yes, sir.”

He turned up his collar against the storm. “We must return to our duties, daughter.” He put on the wet cap. “I bid you good day.”

I kicked a frozen horse turd all the way back to Summer Street, muttering about my fool-headed father and feeling rather rebellious. The storm grew stronger and wilder with every step.




[image: ]

5. WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN

TUESDAY, MARCH 5–SATURDAY, MARCH 16, 1776


THE FATE OF THIS WHOLE ARMY AND THE TOWN [BOSTON] IS AT STAKE, NOT TO SAY THE FATE OF AMERICA.

—BRITISH LT. GENERAL ARCHIBALD ROBERTSON’S DIARY



The weather was my sworn enemy that night. Howling winds drove the smoke backward down the chimneys, but when I opened the windows to let it out, buckets of icy rain poured in. The judge yelled at me about everything until his voice grew hoarse and it pained him to speak. I did not offer him tea with honey to ease his discomfort.

The chickens had a rough time too, for the storm blew over their coop. None of my girls were injured, thank goodness, but they were all quite emotional about the disaster. Feeding them apple parings the next morning did not calm their spirits, so I gave them the rest of the apple pie, as a reward for their bravery.

Oh, to be a chicken, I thought, watching them enjoy their treat. Free from armies, judges, and dunderhead fathers!

As I’d predicted, the Patriots did not invade Boston. The British quickly admitted defeat and began negotiating their retreat from the town. I was desperate to talk to Pappa about this, itching to point out that my prediction came true, and his did not. But a visit to crow about my victory would just give him another excuse to yell at me, so I waited, smug and rather pleased with myself.

General Washington ordered the evacuation. According to Cook, the word meant that all the British soldiers, sailors, and Loyalists—local people who loved the king more than America—were being banished; sent away from Massachusetts, maybe forever. My heart gave a pang when she told me this—I understood the confusion and sadness of suddenly being forced to move. Fathers could choose which side to support in the war. Their families had no choice but to follow them. ’Twas a recipe that guaranteed sorrow.

The judge was confronted with sorrow too. While I was serving his supper (cod pie with mint jelly, mashed turnips, and prune pudding), a note arrived for him that gave him the details about the evacuation. The judge read it aloud three times, steaming and sputtering like an overboiling teakettle; he had to prepare to flee the country in just a few days. If he didn’t, he’d likely face arrest and could lose all his property.

“That blasted devil Washington,” he fumed, his face gone bright red and blotchy. He pounded his fist on the table so hard, the silverware jumped. “They should flog and hang the scoundrel!”

I cringed and covered my ears. But suddenly, he went silent. Putting his head in his hands, he breathed in and out at an alarming rate, like he’d just run across town without stopping. Was he having an attack of apoplexy? Should I fetch a doctor, or stay to help? Clutching his wig, he moaned, as if in pain.

I had to do something. As I stepped toward the table, a floorboard creaked. Judge Bellingham gasped at the sound and snapped his head up, looking shocked, as if he’d forgotten that I was in the room. He would be even angrier if I brought up his mood or the evacuation. Kitchen maids weren’t allowed to comment on such things.

“W-w-would you prefer some cherry pie, sir?” I asked, pointing to his untouched dinner. “It’s much tastier than the fish.”

He stood slowly, his eyes wild with fury. “My world is being destroyed, and you think I want PIE?”

Shaking, he wiped the spittle from his mouth and hurled his plate against the wall. It cracked in half, and the two pieces shattered further when they hit the floor. As the mashed turnips slowly oozed down the wall, Judge Bellingham limped out of the room shouting, “They should flog his poxy corpse, too!”

(I was able to clean up all traces of the turnips and fish, but the jelly stain on the wallpaper proved impossible to remove.)



Everything happened lightning-fast in the week after the Thrown Plate Incident.

Judge Bellingham kept me busy packing, unpacking, then repacking his belongings. This was complicated, for General Howe had not announced where the evacuation ships would be heading. They might go to the Caribbean, or England, or Canada—all places that required different clothing and supplies. After much dithering, the judge finally settled on eighteen crates and seven trunks packed with deeds, letters, contracts, silver, clothing, pillows, blankets, books, boots, portraits of his wife and son, and his best wig, the one he wore to Royal Council meetings. Then an officer arrived with the news that he could take only two trunks on the trip. Instead of raging, the judge broke down weeping and told me to fetch Mister Doubt.

I caught the almost-doctor as he was leaving the encampment. As we hurried toward Summer Street, I explained, “His moods swing wildly. No, more than wild, they swing violently! Disappointment, regret, melancholy, self-pity, and everything in between. And then, out of nowhere, he’ll burst into laughter. Is he going mad?”

“His humors are out of balance again.” Mister Doubt gave a mighty yawn. “A battle is taking place inside his body. His blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm are all battling for dominance. Many Loyalists are suffering from the same thing. Don’t fret, I’ve brought a powder that will calm his nerves.”



Mister Doubt visited daily to check the judge’s gouty foot and monitor his unbalanced humors. I eavesdropped on all their conversations, grateful that Mister Doubt spoke loudly on account of the judge was a wee bit deaf. That’s how I learned why the evacuation date kept changing: the ships weren’t ready. The hulls needed caulking, and the anchor chains needed repairing. Rigging had to be prepared for a long voyage, and countless casks of food needed to be ordered and loaded onboard. Most importantly, the sails had to be repaired. Pappa had to be frantically busy.

“There are more reports of smallpox in town, sir,” said Mister Doubt, the day of the Thrown Plate Incident. “If it turns into an epidemic, it might well affect the evacuation.”

“I’m more concerned with my house,” grumbled the judge.

“Your home, sir?” Mister Doubt sounded confused.

The judge ranted and complained about the injustice that was forcing him from everything he owned. (I’ll spare you the boring parts. Which was most of it.) The sum of all the words he spoke over the next hour amounted to this: Judge Bellingham put Mister Doubt in charge of his house, at least until the king decided what to do about his rebellious American colonies. The offer astonished Mister Doubt (and me), but the judge explained that all his trusted friends were evacuating and he knew of no one else he could ask. Then he gave Mister Doubt permission to live here and promised him a hefty payment.

This gave me pause—not because I cared where Mister Doubt lived, but because I cared deeply about my own future. What was I supposed to do after the British left?

Should I find another kitchen maid job on my own? Pappa wouldn’t like that much, but I couldn’t imagine that he had arranged a new position for me, especially one that came with a place to sleep and meals. I desperately wanted to talk to him about all this, but dared not. As the evacuation approached, the redcoats turned monstrous, ransacking homes and warehouses and fighting with anyone who looked at them the wrong way. I didn’t dare venture out alone.

Two days later, Pappa sent me a note that made me wonder if he were eavesdropping on my thoughts, which was a rather unsettling notion. His note explained that he wouldn’t be able to fetch me until the British departed. The men in the sail loft were working day and night repairing sails for the Royal Navy. The last line was only two words, underlined four times:

STAY THERE!

When I showed Cook the note, she said Pappa sounded like a kind and responsible father.



On Wednesday, Cook and I went to market for the last time. It wouldn’t open again until the Patriots freed the town. On Friday, Shubel was kicked out by his master. The shoemaker was evacuating, but Shube refused to go. He promised to meet me at Bellingham’s on Monday, “after the hullabaloo was over.” After dinner on Saturday, Mister Doubt drove the judge and his two trunks to the Long Wharf. The evacuation was at last scheduled for Sunday; the ships would sail at dawn.

And our lives would be ordinary again; blessedly, joyfully ordinary.

As soon as the redcoats departed and Boston was reopened, Cook planned to leave for Marshfield, a village to the south, where she’d live with her favorite cousin. I tried to convince her to wait a bit longer (in truth, I’d grown quite fond of her), but her mind was made up and her plans carved in stone.

“The lobsterbacks are leaving now, but make no mistake,” she told me, “they’ll be back, hopping mad and itching for a fight. I’m too old for such balderdash.”

I was able to convince her to spend her last night in Boston with me. The judge’s house was close to the spit of land that connected the town to the rest of Massachusetts, so she’d be that much closer to Marshfield. In truth, I didn’t want to stay alone in the house, so the suggestion was a good one, for many reasons.

A few hours after dinner, someone knocked on the kitchen door. I was upstairs, making up Cook’s bed with clean sheets and blankets, but dropped everything and rushed downstairs, thinking Pappa had arrived.

“Delivery for you,” said Cook, waving a folded piece of paper at me. “The lad said ’twas given to him by a big man at Grenock’s loft.” She paused to yawn. “Your father, mayhaps?”

I opened the note and quickly read it. The words made no sense, so I read it again, slower.

My world fell apart.

“Is he hurt?” asked Cook. “Was he attacked by some of them thieving soldiers?”

“He… changed his mind,” I said slowly, stunned.

“Is he coming to fetch you early?” she asked. “You look right peculiar, child. Whatever is the matter?”

“We must evacuate.” My voice shook so much, I hardly recognized it. “Pappa says I won’t be safe here because the war is just beginning. He’s taking me to Scotland to live with my mother’s kin. I don’t know….” My words trailed off as numbness overcame my body.

“Oh, dear,” Cook said. “Sit down before you fall over, lass.”

She guided me to a chair, talking all the while, but the roaring in my ears was too loud for me to hear her. I felt as if I’d fallen into an icy pond, the shock of the water so cold that I could not move or think straight. A few moments later, she put a warm mug in my hands and told me to take a sip. The sweet tea heated my insides and loosened my tongue.

“He’s lost his reason,” I said. “They’ve been making him work so hard that his mind has broken.”

“You shouldn’t say such a thing,” Cook scolded mildly. “He’s just trying to watch out for you, best he can. These are dangerous times, especially for a motherless lass like yourself. I imagine your mother’s people will be delighted to take you in….”

She was wrong, but I let her prattle on. Last I knew, only a few of Momma’s cousins were still alive. They all lived in a village far from the sea, with more sheep than people. Pappa was doing precisely what he’d done after Momma died: fleeing trouble, without thinking ahead. I couldn’t let him do that again.

Cook warmed her backside in front of the kitchen fire and began a tale about her own father. I paid no attention, my thoughts whirling in a higgle-piggle of confusion. How could I force a delay, keep us on land until the ships left? I could stumble, then pretend that my ankle hurt too much to walk! No, he’d just help me limp. What if I simply sat in the middle of the road and demanded that we stay? He couldn’t carry me like a sack of potatoes, for I was too big. But he could get some sailors to help him. Or he could thrash me until I obeyed. That was not a pleasant thought.

“Good thing you’re already packed,” Cook said. “Once he arrives, you’ll need to leave straightaway. The Loyalists have to be onboard by ten o’clock.” She yawned again, loudly. “That’s not long from now.”

A spark in my mind caught fire, then kindled into a marvelous idea. What if he can’t find me?

“I’ll stay up with you until he arrives.” Cook shivered and pulled her shawl tighter. “Can’t have you feeling lonely.”

“Oh, no!” I said, a wee bit overloud. “You are kind to offer, but ’tis not necessary. After all, Pappa is helping the navy. They’ll need him to work late, so he might not fetch me until dawn.”

“Well, that paints a different picture.” She hesitated, then added, “But I could doze in a chair, keep you company that way.”

“No, ma’am.” I stood up. “You need a proper night’s sleep. Your bedchamber is the warmest room in the house, and the bed is plenty soft. I pray you, dear Cook, take the rest that you deserve. You’ve no need to fret about me.”

It didn’t take much more encouragement than that before Cook slowly climbed the stairs. She was snoring by the time the clock chimed nine. That’s when I put my plan into effect: taking my sack of clothes, sewing basket, and an armload of quilts out to the barn and up to the hayloft, where I heaped the hay to hide me from anyone who came looking.

(I snuck back to the kitchen and took a handful of cookies, too, for my belly was jumpy.)

Hiding myself was easier than I thought it would be. Waiting for Pappa to find me—or, hopefully, to not find me—was much, much harder. The noises of the night—angry voices, cart wheels rolling over cobblestones, strange bells ringing, and hammers clanging—seemed as loud as the middle of the day. Every time I’d start to doze off, I’d jolt awake, heart pounding, trying to make sense of what I’d just heard. At one point, I was certain that a nearby house was being ransacked, but I didn’t dare creep out of the barn to check.

The night fell silent. And then…
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6. SPECKLED MONSTERS

SUNDAY, MARCH 17, 1776


THE INFORMATION I RECEIVED THAT THE ENEMY INTENDED SPREADING THE SMALLPOX AMONGST US, I COULD NOT SUPPOSE THEM CAPABLE OF—I MUST NOW GIVE SOME CREDIT TO IT, AS IT HAS MADE ITS APPEARANCE ON SEVERAL OF THOSE WHO LAST CAME OUT OF BOSTON….

—GEORGE WASHINGTON TO JOHN HANCOCK, PRESIDENT OF THE CONTINENTAL CONGRESS



Next thing I knew, ’twas midmorning. The chickens were complaining in their coop and the wind blowing strong. I sat up and peered around the hayloft, much befuddled by sleep, trying to remember why I was there. Suddenly, I gasped.

Evacuation Day!

I abandoned my hiding place and rushed into the house. All the rooms were empty, no sign of Pappa or of Cook, who was likely hurrying to Marshfield. I checked under the boot scraper by the front door and the rocks by the door that led to the kitchen, but found no note from Pappa. No sign that he’d been there at all.

My chickens squawked with indignation, demanding to be let out.

“Did you see Pappa?” I asked Flora. “I imagine he stomped around quite a bit, shouting my name. He can make quite a hubbub when he wants.”

She gave her feathers a shake.

“Can’t believe I didn’t hear him,” I muttered as I pulled up a bucket of water from the well.

Flora didn’t respond.

“Even though I didn’t hear him, he must have been here, don’t you think? But then what did he do?” I poured the water into the chickens’ battered wood bowl. “He must be searching for me, don’t you think?”

As the girls crowded around the bowl, I rinsed my face in the ice-cold water left in the bucket. The shock of the water cleared the last of the sleep from my noggin and brought me to my senses: I foiled Pappa’s harebrained scheme!

“I did it!” I shouted in triumph.

The chickens watched with alarm as I gleefully skipped around the muddy garden, singing, “We’re staying in Boston! We’re staying in Boston! The ships have sailed away and we’re staying—”

Then I slipped and fell on my hands and knees in the mud, which brought me, rather literally, back to earth, in addition to amusing my feathered friends. As I pulled up another bucket of water to clean my hands with, a bit of shame crept in and dampened my pride. Poor Pappa had been searching for me all night, frantic with worry and exhausted. To make it up to him, I resolved to behave as a daughter of the highest quality and prepare a fine breakfast for him. With our bellies full, it would be easier for us to make peace with each other.

I baked currant scones and made applesauce to serve with eggs, some smoked ham, and cookies. I prepared everything to make a pot of coffee, but didn’t begin brewing it. He’d be happier with a fresh cup, not one that had grown stale. I moved the chair in the hall so it faced the front door and the tall pendulum clock, and I sat down with my sewing basket and a long scrap of muslin. While I waited for his arrival, I’d practice my embroidery stitches. It would soon be time to begin working as a seamstress’s apprentice, and I needed to be ready.

The hours crawled by.

I ate some eggs and a scone for my lunch and started to cook beans with the ham for dinner. I pricked my fingertip with my needle and bled on the daisies I’d been embroidering. Drat! The bloodstain would not come clean, but after pondering a moment, I decided that pink daisies were quite charming.

The sun marched across the sky. Still no sign of Pappa.

I stopped worrying about how angry he’d be with me and began to fret that something was wrong. He could have fallen ill. He could have gotten into a scuffle with soldiers or tripped and hit his head on something hard.

I took the beans and ham off the fire, put on my cloak, and headed out back. Flora clucked with irritation when I shooed her and the others into their coop early.

“It’s for your own good,” I explained. “I have to look for Pappa and might not be back for hours.”



I’d expected the whole town to be celebrating the departure of the despised British, but the streets were eerily quiet. ’Twas strange not to see groups of redcoats wandering about. The Long Wharf looked odd, as if stripped of its clothing, without any ships moored alongside it. The only person at the Grenock and Withers sail loft was the clerk, busy writing in the account ledgers. I quickly explained who I was looking for.

He set aside his quill. “The men likely worked until dawn,” he explained. “But they had all cleared out by the time I arrived. Most of them slept here this last week so they could squeeze in more work and avoid the sailors trying to convince them to join the Royal Navy.” He put the stained cork in his bottle of ink. “I saw a few scuffles about that with my own eyes. Let me tell you—”

I didn’t have time to listen to his tall tales. “Did my father talk about evacuating?” I interrupted.

The clerk blinked as if surprised by my insistent tone. “Mister Culpepper keeps himself to himself, but you know that already. I wager you’ll find him at his boardinghouse, catching up on his sleep. That’s what the other fellows are doing.”



Shadows were lengthening and night creeping in by the time I reached Missus Stone’s boardinghouse, a tired building with a sagging roof in a rough part of town. No lights shone inside, no smoke rose from the chimney. When I knocked, no one answered.

I opened the door and cautiously stepped inside.

“Good evening?” I called in a half whisper. “Pappa?” I paused, but there was no reply. “Missus Stone?”

The chairs and small tables in the parlor had been overturned, a few broken into pieces. What happened here? Was this the work of angry redcoats? Had there been a brawl?

In the kitchen, dirty pots and dishes were heaped on the sideboard. The remains of a breakfast served days earlier, half-eaten bowls of crusty porridge, were being enjoyed by three small mice that leapt from the table when I approached. The ashes in the hearth were as cold as those in the parlor; no fires had been burning for a very long time. Had Missus Stone evacuated too?

I’d hoped to find Pappa sound asleep, but his bedchamber at the top of the stairs was empty. More than empty; no blankets lay on his bed, no clothes hung on the pegs. His books and tools were missing too. He must have stowed his gear aboard ship before he came for me. But how could he find work without his tools? Regret began gnawing my insides; I’d never thought about that when I made my plan to hide.

“Help.” The hoarse voice came from the other bedchamber. “Please. Help me.”

I froze. It didn’t sound like Pappa, but clearly someone in distress. Crossing the hall, I opened the door to the other bedchamber, and gasped. The small, dim room reeked of urine, puke, and disease. One bed held a man curled on his side, facing the wall. The fellow in the other bed, lying on his back, croaked, “Water.”

I took a breath and gagged. ’Twas not the smell of ordinary sickness; ’twas smallpox.

The stench unlocked my worst memories: Momma, my brothers, and my wee baby sister… their room smelled like this.

Stop! Don’t think of them!

I fled. Halfway down the stairs, my knees buckled, forcing me to sit. I buried my face in my hands, rocking back and forth, trying to not see them again, trying to forget my helplessness, the horrid sounds of their moans and the unbearable silence that followed.

“I beg you.” The man’s voice had grown louder with desperation. “Please, miss!”

Stop it, stop it! I covered my ears and rocked faster. ’Twas not my place to care for strangers.

Then, an unbidden thought pierced my heart.

Momma would help him.

She’d caught smallpox by helping a neighbor who had a terrible fever and aches in her bones. By the time the pox appeared on the sick woman, days later, Momma was already infected. She’d gotten sick first, then Jacob and Toby, and baby Keziah. I tried to be a good nurse to them, but then the pox came for me, leaving me bedridden and helpless as the speckled monster took them, one by one. Pappa, who’d had the pox as a boy, built their coffins.

I rocked harder still, tears washing down my face. My heart shattered all over again.

“Just water, miss,” called the man. “I beg you.”

Smallpox patients crave water to soothe their parched throats and chapped mouths. How long had it been since anyone had brought drink or food to those two? Where was Missus Stone?

Momma would help him.

I stopped rocking and wiped my face. I had no choice, for I was my mother’s daughter as much as I was my father’s. Momma had raised me to do hard things, especially when I didn’t want to.

It didn’t take long to fetch some water from the well. Before I gave the man a drink, I opened the window and let in the cold, fresh air. He was too weak to sit up, so I crouched beside the bed and held the cup to his lips. Smallpox covered his hands, arms, and neck. Bristly beard hairs sprouted between the pox on his face like weeds on a rocky field. His eyelids were so swollen that I couldn’t tell the color of his eyes.

“Has Missus Stone gone for a doctor?” I asked.

He swallowed. “She died a while back.” He lifted a hand to point at the other bed. “Henry expired yesterday. Needs burying.”

I gasped again. The man in the other bed, inches away from me, was not asleep. He was dead. I shuddered with horror and fought the urge to run away. Closing my eyes, I took three slow breaths, then forced myself to focus on the fellow who was still alive.

“What is your name, sir?” I asked.

“Billy Rawdon.”

“Have you seen my father, Tobias Culpepper? Please, you must stay awake. Was he here last night?”

Rawdon answered with a snore, already deeply asleep.

Much as I didn’t like the notion of staying in a house with a dead body, the idea of leaving Mister Rawdon there, alone, was worse. Also, Pappa would return here to sleep, at some point. When he arrived, I’d be waiting.

It took a while to find Missus Stone’s tinderbox, but it contained exactly what I needed to start a fire: a small piece of steel, flint, and a char cloth. Once the fire was going, I lit some candles, then swept and scrubbed the kitchen until all evidence of mice was gone. When the fire was high enough for cooking, I boiled a small pot of water with large dollops of honey and molasses, then set it to the side to cool, so I could give it to Mister Rawdon the next time he woke. (I also cooked a giant pot of oatmeal for myself, topped with butter and the rest of the honey. I have rarely enjoyed such a satisfying meal.)

Once everything was clean and Mister Rawdon drank a half mug of the sweet water, I examined Missus Stone’s musty bedchamber, in search of something to read. Instead of books or newspapers, I found old shirts heaped next to a willow basket that held a pincushion, scissors, and thread. ’Twas a mending pile; precisely what I needed.

When I was a little girl, my mother would tell me stories as she sewed; tales of selkies and of girls who could change into swans, wrens, or owls. I thought mayhaps she was part bird, which was why her hands moved as fast as wings. Whenever I tried to sew that quickly, my raggedy stitches tangled and knotted.

“One stitch at a time,” she’d remind me. “Slow and steady.”

I started sewing, one stitch at a time. Everything would soon be better.
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7. SHIPWRECKED

MONDAY, MARCH 18, 1776


ABOUT ONE O’CLOCK SEVERAL OF THE SELECTMEN CAME OUT AT THE LINES AND ACQUAINTED GEN. WASHINGTON THAT THE SMALL POX WAS IN MANY PLACES IN [BOSTON] AND THAT IT WOULD NOT BE PRUDENT FOR PERSONS WHO HAD NOT HAD [IT] TO VENTURE IN….

—BOSTON PRINTER JOHN BOYLE’S JOURNAL



I dozed fitfully in the chair that night, waking at every sound, but Pappa never arrived. I searched the house again at dawn, but found no sign of him. After helping Mister Rawdon drink a few more sips of water, I asked him gently about his kin. He just moaned. I’d hoped he would be strong enough to talk, to answer my questions, but he was too deep in the sickness. Much as I wanted to stay there, in case Pappa arrived, I needed to fetch him a doctor.

I left a note for Pappa and headed to the center of town.

(In truth, ’twas a relief to walk away from the stench of death.)

The Patriot soldiers were busy setting up their camp on the common, but when I said I knew of a smallpox patient and a body in need of burying, a doctor came running. It didn’t take long before he’d gathered two soldiers, a wagon, and a horse to pull it. I led them to the boardinghouse, where, to my surprise, the doctor refused to let me go inside, despite my pleas. He ordered me to return home and to not say anything about smallpox, for “rumors spread faster than the disease.”

I didn’t have a home, not really. But I had something that was close.



As I walked into the kitchen of the judge’s house, Shubel Kent was picking up the shards of a broken coffeepot, muttering to himself and blowing on his hand. The iron kettle was on the floor, still steaming, but I didn’t care about that.

“Have you seen my father?” I asked urgently.

He looked up and chuckled. “Good day to you too, Culpepper. Lost him already?”

I hesitated, befuddled by the night’s horrors, before realizing that we hadn’t seen each other for days. Shubel knew nothing about Pappa’s wrongheaded plan to drag me to Scotland or how I’d avoided it. I suddenly felt like an empty bucket falling down a dark well.

“He’ll be here soon,” I said quietly. “I hope. Were you making tea for me? Why are you even here?”

“Ouch!” Shubel dropped a sharp bit of crockery that had cut him and stuck the bleeding finger in his mouth. “Poxy thing just bit me. I’m not making tea; I’m trying to make coffee for Mister Doubt and his guest.”

I tried to come up with a cheerful reply, the sort that he’d expect, but could think of nothing. I tossed a clean towel to him.

“You’re awfully quiet.” He wrapped a corner of the towel around his finger. “Don’t tell me that you miss Judge Bellingham. Or are you already tired of living with your pa?”

“I can’t find Pappa.” I sniffed and tried to blink away the tears threatening to spill over. “He’s missing and it’s all my fault.”



As we picked up the rest of the broken bits of coffeepot, I told him about Pappa’s terrible idea, my brilliant solution, and everything that had gone wrong since I hid in the barn.

“Don’t fret,” Shube said confidently once I’d finished. “Like you said, he was working overlong. I figure he slept the day away and is just now waking up. He’ll come around before you know it, yawning and begging your forgiveness.”

“But what if he doesn’t?” I set the bowl of coffeepot shards on the table, too focused on Pappa to worry about tossing them into the hole under the outhouse. “What am I supposed to do?”

The hall door suddenly opened with such force that it smacked against the wall. Nyott Doubt stood in the doorway, his face the color of curdled cream, his eyes wide.

“What’s wrong with you?” he demanded of Shube. “Surely it doesn’t take this long to prepare a pot of coffee! Mister Pike is dreadfully weak, yet here you are, chatting like a simpleton. Do you not understand the gravity of the situation?”

Who was this Mister Pike? I wondered. What was he doing in the judge’s house? And why was Mister Doubt ordering Shubel around, as if the lad were his servant?

“Of course, sir,” said Shube, in a polite tone that I’d never heard him use before. “Take heart, for I have the solution to all your worries. That’s why Elsbeth is here.”

He waved a hand in my direction. Confused, I stepped forward and curtsied.

“You need a serving lass,” Shube continued. “Elsbeth needs a job, on account of Judge Bellingham evacuated.”

Mister Doubt looked me over. “Hmmm.”

Shube elbowed me in the ribs, staring at me with expectation. I cleared my throat. “I pray you, Mister Doubt, can I be of service, sir?”

With a heavy sigh, the almost-doctor explained why he was in such a pickle. Desperate to befriend every politician and bigwig in Boston, he’d attached himself to the group of gentlemen who welcomed the Patriots into town the day before. When they gathered with the highest-ranking officers for a meal and serious discussions, Mister Doubt made himself useful by fetching ink bottles, paper, and quills, and answering questions about the last few weeks. Urgent matters—the lack of firewood and food, the looming threat of the British, the need to keep the smallpox outbreak under control and repair hundreds of damaged and destroyed buildings—were debated long into the night.

(I had to clench my fists behind my back to keep from screaming as he droned on and on. I cared only about finding my father and did not see how his prattle could help me. Shube sensed my impatience and elbowed me again.)

“What about poor Mister Pike?” asked Shube.

“Ah, yes,” said Mister Doubt, with an exaggerated sigh. “When I offered to assist the selectmen, I did not think they would task me with the care of a newly freed spy.”

Shube broke in before Mister Doubt could get carried away with his tale-telling again. “Mister Pike is a gentleman who supported the redcoats. Only he didn’t, not really. He was spying for the Patriots and sending them coded messages. The lobsterbacks caught him and threw him in the jail months ago. ’Tis a miracle he’s not dead.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer. “But what has that to do with me?”

“Everything, you ninny,” said Shube. “The British destroyed Mister Pike’s house when they found out about the spying. Seems only fair that Mister Pike gets to recover in the home of a Loyalist like Judge Bellingham.”

“Gaining the favor of the selectmen would change my life.” Mister Doubt wiped sweat from his face on his sleeve, the most ungentlemanly thing I’d ever seen him do. “But I cannot fulfill their request. There are no servants nor cooks to be found.”

“Yes, you can,” Shube disagreed smoothly. “Elsbeth is all the servant you need. She took care of Judge Bellingham under this very roof, and you know what a fussy old dog he was. I can help with the heavier chores, finding firewood and whatever else you need. If you recommend us, Mister Pike will take us on.”

Mister Doubt studied me, an eyebrow raised skeptically, then asked, “Would you like to do this?”

I hesitated. I wanted to walk along every street shouting Pappa’s name until he answered. But if he were searching for me, we could well circle each other for days, never meeting. If I took Mister Doubt’s offer, I’d be able to stay here for a while, in the one place Pappa would look for me.

“Indeed, sir,” I said. “Do you think Mister Pike would prefer nutmeg cookies or oat scones?”



I got my first look at the gentleman spy when I carried the tray of cookies and coffee into the great parlor. He was sitting on the maroon silk sofa, gazing into the fire that crackled in the hearth. A man of middling age, he was so thin that the bones of his face were visible. What was left of his hair was mostly white, scraped back with the help of pomade into a sparse queue tied with a grimy ribbon. His clothes were too big for his withered body and shamefully threadbare for a man as powerful and wealthy as he.

As I poured the coffee, he asked, “You worked for Judge Bellingham?”

“Yes, sir.”

I handed a cup to Mister Pike, then one to Nyott.

(Please don’t be upset that I’ve taken to calling him “Nyott.” The rules of society demand that I use respectful titles when talking about him. I always called him “Mister Doubt” to his face, of course, for he was prickly about such things, like all highborn dolts. But with you, I shall call him “Nyott.”)

(Where was…?!)

(Ah, yes, Mister Pike.)

His hand shook as he dropped two sugar lumps into his cup, then stirred and sipped. “I beg your pardon, lass; I do not know your name.”

Nyott spoke for me, as if I didn’t know how to. “She’s called Elsbeth, sir.”

Rotten cabbagehead.

I moved a few steps to the side, to block Nyott’s view of Mister Pike, then curtsied with great delicacy, my chin lowered to show respect. “My name is Elsbeth Malona Culpepper, sir. Born in Philadelphia, employed in Boston.”

“How remarkable; two rebellious towns in one girl,” Mister Pike said. “Reminds me of Mister Franklin. Let us hope that his example and your presence will encourage the Patriots to accept me fully.”

“Indeed, sir,” I agreed.

He leaned to the side, looking around me, to renew his conversation with Nyott. “What is the state of the smallpox? Is it true General Washington still won’t allow inoculations for his men?”

“Even great men can make mistakes,” Nyott said gravely. “There are smallpox patients in at least a dozen homes. Inoculations are the only answer.”

I curtsied again and turned for the door.

“One moment,” Mister Pike called after me. “Have you had smallpox, Elsbeth?”

“Yes, sir.” I paused, then gathered myself. “In the autumn of ’74, in Pennsylvania.”

“I was inoculated in Marblehead a few years back,” boasted Nyott, though Mister Pike hadn’t asked him. “Before the riots started. What about you, sir?”

Riots? The word shocked me, but not Mister Pike. He merely shook his head.

“Marblehead suffered from a terrible mix of fear and ignorance.” Mister Pike picked up his coffee cup. “I was inoculated here in 1764.” He took a sip. “But to return to this young lass. What brought your family to Boston?”

Gentlemen didn’t ask their servants questions like that because they were nice. Mister Pike was evaluating me, trying to measure my worth. Having worked for the judge was a mark in my favor, but the highborn required more. As I began telling him about our arrival, I realized that he’d want to meet with Pappa, the way the judge had, before he hired me. That’s when the lies started tumbling out of my mouth; I told him that Pappa had just sailed aboard a whaling ship.

Mister Pike tilted his head. “I didn’t know that whalers were sailing yet. Who is his captain? Perhaps I know the man.”

I could have kicked myself for being such a blatherskite and letting my tongue run faster than my brain. How could I crawl out of the hole that I’d dug with my own story?

Before I could think of a way to avoid answering, he continued, “One of the Nantucket Quakers, I wager. They sail in all weather and ignore politics. Is he with Captain Jenkins?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the almost-doctor studying me, frowning. I needed him to believe in my fanciful story as much as Mister Pike. I clutched my apron, looked at the floor, and pretended a little sniff, the kind that warns of tears. “The last few days have been such a muddle, sir, that I cannot recall the captain’s name. Pappa kept changing his mind about staying here or evacuating.”

Mister Pike grunted, then added another sugar lump to his cup.

“But the thought of battles at sea unnerved him. Then Fortune found him a berth on the whaler. He’s too old to harpoon, but is a master of sails. He’ll be gone for months….”

Though I was weaving a fantastical lie, it was built on the truth that I had no idea where my father was. He could have been on a ship, or searching for me in nearby towns, or sick in bed in a stranger’s house, or… Horrible uncertainty crowded my thoughts, and a tear, testimony to my true sentiments, rolled down my cheek.

“I understand, lass. War is the enemy of all families.” Mister Pike drained his cup. “My wife and children will soon join me here. We commonly employ at least two maids. You are welcome to be one of them and live here until your father’s return.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said with a half sob of great and honest feeling.

“Don’t thank me.” He smiled and held up his cup for more coffee. “You haven’t met my family yet.”
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8. RUMBLING DISCONTENT

TUESDAY, MARCH 19–WEDNESDAY, MARCH 27, 1776


… THE CIRCUMSTANCES AND FORTUNES OF MEN AND FAMILIES ARE CONTINUALLY CHANGING; IN THE COURSE OF A FEW YEARS, WE HAVE SEEN THE RICH BECOME POOR, AND THE POOR RICH; THE CHILDREN OF THE WEALTHY LANGUISHING IN WANT AND MISERY, AND THOSE OF THEIR SERVANTS LIFTED… AND ABOUNDING IN THE GOOD THINGS OF THIS LIFE.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, “APPEAL FOR THE HOSPITAL”



When I returned from the bakery the following morning, I found Mister Pike—still clad in his nightshirt—wrapped in a blanket on the sofa in the parlor, shaking with fear.

“Where have you been?” he asked, his voice cracking from the force of his emotions. “I called and called, but no one answered. I cannot stand to be alone, Elsbeth. That horrible jail…”

I froze, flabbergasted. The unmistakable note of terror in his voice made his agony clear, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.

“I awoke in confusion.” Mister Pike spoke rapidly, his words tripping over each other. “Didn’t know where I was, such a fool, my wits tangled…”

If I’d ever seen my parents in such distress, I’d have hugged them until their fear faded or they told me to turn them loose. This poor man needed that same compassion. But not with hugging, for I was his kitchen maid, not his daughter. I approached the sofa cautiously, then crouched to bring my face level with his.

“My apologies, sir.” I spoke gently, as if calming a child who’d woken screaming from a nightmare. “You shall not be left alone again, I swear. One of us, Shubel, Mister Doubt, or me, will always be here, ready to answer your call. I am sorry that I gave you such a fright.”

As the wildness gradually faded from his eyes, he gave a few raggedy coughs, then released the pillow that he’d been clutching in his lap. “That is most reassuring, lass. I thank you.”

“How about I help you up the stairs, sir? Once you’re settled in, I’ll brew a pot of tea.”

I understood him better than he realized, for I’d been infected with fears of my own. They plagued me as I worked, dragging my mind down to the realm of horrors. Pappa could be dead or dying slowly in a ditch. He might be lying in a stranger’s house, out of his head with fever, unable to speak. What if he’d sailed away without me, relieved to finally leave his foolish daughter behind? Such thoughts paralyzed me with terror. When I finally broke free of their grip, I’d find that a quarter or half an hour had vanished, and my face was wet with tears.

The only thing that quelled my panic was to focus on a single thought: Pappa is on his way. I tried to repeat it over and over, like an incantation and a prayer woven. I’d picture the scene of our reunion. Pappa would stroll in, weary but overjoyed. We’d hold each other tight and cry, then laugh and hug again. He’d explain the misadventures that had delayed him and admit that his evacuation plan had been a terrible mistake. As long as I could concentrate on the one notion—Pappa is on his way—I could hold the fears at bay. But that rarely happened. My brainpan simmered with noxious feelings. Fretful, vexed, and beset by worries, I missed my pappa something fierce.

All because of the blasted war.



After a few days of my fine cooking and plenty of sleep, Mister Pike began eating all his meals in the dining room with Nyott Doubt, who’d moved into the second-best bedroom. They passed the rest of their time in the library, where Mister Pike dictated dull letters, which Nyott wrote down with elegant penmanship.

(I listened in as much as I could, for my fate was tied to Mister Pike until Pappa arrived.)

Most of the correspondence was inquiries about a fellow named Captain Hunter, who’d been left in charge of Mister Pike’s company and his ships. When Nyott left each afternoon to assist one of the doctors newly returned to town, Mister Pike wrote a special letter on his own, his hand shaking with the effort; a daily message to his beloved wife. She had fled with their children at the beginning of the siege and was living with relatives in Walpole.

(This I learned by reading the early drafts that he threw away. As I mentioned, necessity drove me to this awful behavior. But I felt terribly ashamed for doing so.)

Strangely, no one ever wrote back to Mister Pike, not even his wife. No gentlemen dropped by the house for a friendly conversation or a game of cards. My ear to the library door, I overheard a very confused Mister Pike telling Nyott that somehow his ships, account books, and Captain Hunter were all missing.

“Everything will soon reappear, sir,” Nyott assured him. “The more letters you send, the faster your business will return to its former glory. Shall we write another?”



Boston’s post office was still closed, so Shubel was tasked with delivering Mister Pike’s letters, in addition to running other errands. Those written to gentlemen living in town were easy enough, but he had to walk to the Cambridge post office to send anything through the mail.

The first day he walked that far, he came back filled with tales of the soldiers he’d seen drilling their battlefield maneuvers. As he ate his chowder, he prattled on endlessly about the pipers and drummers, claiming any victory depended on their skills.

(Is there anything more boring than listening to a cabbagehead drone on endlessly about the art of marching? No, there is not.)

Sitting close to the window, I focused on altering an old pair of breeches to fit Mister Pike until I could no longer hold my tongue.

“Did you ask if they’d seen Pappa?” I asked sharply. (Mister Pike had gone to bed early and Nyott was out currying favor with the gentlemen of the town, so we could speak frankly, without fear of being overheard.)

Shubel slurped a spoonful of chowder. “He wouldn’t have gone that far.”

“He might have.” I stitched faster, for the light was quickly fading. “He could have walked the same roads, only a few hours before you did.”

“He’d come to this house”—Shube set his spoon on the table—“in case you were here, before he’d head for another town.”

Shube’s comment was sensible, which was what made it so aggravating. I kept my head down, one hand holding the fabric taut, the other poking the needle through it, then pulling it through the other side. I stabbed the fabric, wishing I could stab the fear that snaked around my heart.

“You’re sore at me,” Shube said quietly. “On account of I didn’t ask about yer pa.”

I set the sewing in my lap and looked up. The last light of day showed the worry in his eyes and turned the ash that hung in the air into restless bits of shadow. In the hearth, the fire popped and sizzled.

“It’s just that somebody might have seen him.” I forced out the hopeful words in a ragged voice. “Maybe in Roxbury, or Cambridge, or Milton. Somebody, somewhere.”

“True enough.” Shube picked up the bowl, drank the last of the broth, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “So, shops and storehouses, no matter how far from Boston. I’ll ask in all of them.”

“And workshops.” I tied a knot in the side seam of the breeches. “He could have talked to a blacksmith or a cooper.” I snipped the thread with Momma’s scissors and held up the breeches. “That’s one pair done.”

Shubel tapped his spoon twice on the side of the bowl. “You might get mad at me, Culpepper, but I have to say something you don’t want to hear. Maybe the gravediggers—”

“Don’t waste your time talking to them.” I briskly folded the breeches. “My father is not dead. He’s just… not here.”

“But…”

“Shops, workshops, and storehouses,” I repeated. “Chat with the fellows in the post office and anyone driving a wagon.” I stood and cleared the dirty dishes off the table. “But don’t you dare mention graveyards again.”



Two days later, as I was beating a dozen eggs for a cake, Shubel returned late, at suppertime instead of midday. He hurried through the kitchen without a word, heading for the library. A few moments later, I heard Mister Pike lose his temper.

“Not another word, you insolent whelp!” he shouted.

I ran.

Mister Pike sat in the upholstered high-backed chair with a heavy quilt covering his legs. Shube stood in front of him, eyes down, fists clenched behind his back.

“You dawdled all afternoon, and now you have the gall to lie about it?” Mister Pike paused to cough hard into his handkerchief, then continued. “You are dismissed from my service, young man. I never want to see—”

“No, sir, don’t!” I cried. “I beg you!”

Mister Pike turned his wrath on me. “Are you defending this lazy fool?”

The force of his words made me wince, my heart racing. Running out of the room seemed the most practical thing to do, but my friend was in this pickle on account of me. ’Twas up to me to get him out of it.

“This lad is the opposite of lazy, sir. He’s always seeking ways to be helpful.” I gestured awkwardly at Shube. “Tell Mister Pike what you’ve been up to, the reason that you’re late.”

The turnip stared at me dumbfounded, his face puckered in befuddlement.

I faked a smile. “He’s too modest, Mister Pike.”

“Am not,” muttered Shube. “Just can’t find the words.”

“This lad has been inquiring all over the town,” I said. “Shipyards, workshops, the Patriots’ camp, the officers’ quarters, taverns, churches, and everything in between…”

Shube’s eyes went wide with fear. He gave a small shake of his head to stop me from revealing our hunt for Pappa.

I ignored him. “He’s been searching all over for news of Captain Hunter and your ships. Relentless as a terrier, that’s Shubel Kent, sir.”

My hands were hidden in the folds of my skirt, so I crossed my fingers, hoping that the gentleman believed me.

Mister Pike studied us both for a long moment, then asked, “Have you learned anything?”

“Not yet, sir,” Shube said.

Finally, Mister Pike cleared his throat. “Well then, my apologies, lad. I ought not have doubted you. You are both excused. I should like some tea, Elsbeth. Peppermint.”

As we retreated to the kitchen, my insides squirmed with shame. ’Twas wrong to tell such a whopping great lie to the man, but I’d had no choice. Shube and me, we watched out for each other.

The incident bedeviled Shubel, souring his customary cheerfulness into quick-tempered grouchiness. I must confess that I was so absorbed in my own troubles that I didn’t pay much attention to this. Shube left early every morning, even in snow or rain, and didn’t return until supper. In addition to running errands and making deliveries for Mister Pike, he asked everyone he met if they’d seen a man who resembled my father. While we ate supper in the kitchen, he’d list the places where he inquired: shipyards, guard posts, shops, and farms. Listening to his report, I’d fall deeper into despair. We’d finish our meal in silence and go to sleep.

Then came the night when Shubel didn’t return at all.

I didn’t realize it until he didn’t come down for breakfast. I had a sick feeling in my belly, the same sensation I’d had on Evacuation Day. He finally turned up hours later, as I was preparing dinner. He looked like he’d spent the day in a snowbank, his filthy hands chapped and his cheeks red with the cold. His mood was frosty too.

“You scared me!” I slapped a trout on the cutting board. “I didn’t know if you’d run away, or gotten hurt… or worse.”

“Don’t be a muttonhead,” he said, cutting a piece of brown bread on the table.

“Better a muttonhead than a nincompoop.”

Instead of replying with a quip of his own, Shubel stuffed the bread into his mouth without even buttering it. Something was wrong, but I knew he wouldn’t tell me until he was ready. I turned my attention to dinner, trying to cut the head off the trout, without success.

“Blade’s dull,” Shube muttered.

Without admitting that he was right, I took the big cleaver out of the knife box.

“I couldn’t come back last night,” he said, cutting another slice. “The constable found me looking for Captain Hunter’s house. He thought I was a robber.”

I brought the cleaver down hard—thwack. The fish head flew across the table and landed by Shube’s elbow. “Were you?”

“Of course.” He gulped down the second piece of bread. “I was looking for clues, anything that might help Mister Pike.”

I used the dull knife to open the trout’s belly, wincing when the blade sliced into my fingertip. I thought of several rude words and was quite proud that none of them flew out of my mouth.

Shube didn’t even notice that I was bleeding.

“He took me to the jail office and questioned me right close for hours,” he fumed. “The old swine recognized me as the shoemaker’s lad, but I kept saying he was mistaken. I thought for sure he’d lock me up on account of me being masterless.” Shubel walked over to the knife box. “I was saved by a fella who busted in, panicked on account of a brawl at the Wolf tavern.” He took out the whetstone and carried it back to the table. “Soon as the two of them left, I ran off.” He picked up the dull knife, spat on the blade, and started sharpening it on the stone. “Slept in a shed. Didn’t mean to worry you.”

“Apology accepted.” I wrapped a rag around my bloody finger and pulled out the fish guts with my other hand. “Why didn’t you just say that you work for Mister Pike?”

“Because I don’t work here,” he said fiercely. “Sure, Pike sends me on errands, lets me sleep and eat here, but he doesn’t pay me. Never once asked to speak to my kin about a proper agreement for my service.” He focused on the small circles he was making to hone the blade. “That snot-nose Doubt spends all day, every day with high-and-mighty Pike, writing his letters and dining at the master’s table. Helps to be born a gentleman, I guess.”

I’d never seen him so bitter or discouraged. “Soon as his business opens, he’ll pay you, good and proper.”

Shaking his head, Shube began sharpening the other side of the knife. “I need more than a few coins. I can’t be a rich man’s errand boy forever.” He looked up and pointed the knife at me. “I refuse to be a shoemaker. I have to learn a new trade, Culpepper.”

“You’d make a good blacksmith.” I used the tines of a fork to pry up the fish’s spine. “Or a mason, or a wheelwright, like Mister Curtis.”

“Can’t.” He shook his head harder. “It takes money to be apprenticed to a decent trade. I could bind myself to a tannery for free, but that would mean seven years of soaking cowhides in pools of piss.” One side of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. “You’d never speak to me, on account of the stench.”

I dropped the spine into the waste bowl with the guts. “That’s disgusting.”

Shube tested the sharpness of the blade on his thumb, frowned, and resumed sharpening it. “What would you say if I signed on with a privateer?”

“A privateer?”

(Shipowners had recently turned to pirating, cheered on by the Patriot leaders. The privateers armed their crews and hunted British ships, determined to steal their cargo, their ships, and their sailors. In turn, the British Navy hunted America’s privateers. ’Twas the most perilous work imaginable.)

“I’d call you a foggy-brained numbskull!” I said, shaking the fish in his face. “You could be shot or drowned! If you don’t die, the lobsterbacks will kidnap you and force you to work on their ship. Don’t do it, Turnip.”

“I’d be paid for my time.” He pushed away my fish-holding hand. “I’d get a share of whatever treasure we captured too.”

I laid the fish back on the cutting board. “Can’t spend money if you’re dead.”

“I could join the army.”

“No.” I flattened the fish and flaked away its scales with the fork. “You couldn’t.”

“They need lads,” he argued. “I need work. Could be an adventure.”

“But the army’s leaving soon.”

He nodded. “Heading for New York. Folks say the British will attack there next.”

“You could die.”

Instead of answering, he handed me the newly sharpened knife, blade flashing in the cold afternoon sunlight. “Don’t cut yourself.”

I took it, carefully. “If you join the army, I’ll be alone.”

“I have to go.” He stood up. “Last night I heard of a fellow who knows lots of folks; he might have heard about your pa or Captain Hunter.” He stuck the heel of the bread in his coat pocket. “I’ll come back. Don’t worry.”
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9. PERAMBULATION

THURSDAY, MARCH 28–SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 1776


I HEARTILY WISH EVERY TORY [LOYALIST] WAS EXTIRPATED [FROM] AMERICA, THEY ARE CONTINUALLY BY SECRET MEANS UNDERMINING AND INJURING OUR CAUSE.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN, AT THE CONTINENTAL CONGRESS



The next day, a rider I’d never seen before knocked on the front door and handed me a letter. When I gave it to Mister Pike, he instantly recognized the handwriting. Laughing wildly with joy, he tore it open and began reading.

“Should I ask the man to wait, sir, in case you’d like to write a reply?”

He lifted a hand to silence me. He frowned when his eyes reached the bottom of the page. Then he sagged against the chair, bewildered.

“Sir?”

Instead of answering, he crumpled the letter into a ball, threw it at the hearth, then retreated upstairs, to his chamber. Thank goodness his aim was poor, for the paper fell short of the flames. I smoothed it out and read it for myself.

(I must confess that I felt squeamish reading words that were not meant for me. In ordinary times, I’d never do such a thing. Nor should you, for it is a disgraceful and shameful act. But as Mister Pike’s circumstances directly affected Shube and me, I had no choice.)

The letter was from his wife, but it contained neither love nor hope. Missus Pike refused to return to Boston. She wrote angrily about the disgrace of his spying and his time in jail, saying that he had ruined their family’s reputation forever. Her words were a knife through the heart of her husband.

I burned it.

Her rejection wrapped Mister Pike’s spirits in a thick, sticky web of melancholy. He ate less, stared into the fire more, and snapped peevishly at all three of us. His irritable manner made Nyott fret endlessly and convinced Shube to stay away from the house even more. But I wasn’t bothered when he scolded me or raised his voice. I understood his sorrow. He was missing the people he loved. I was too, but a maid does not speak of such things to her master.

To boost his spirits, I embroidered a black vest with pale green vines and white roses for him. Mister Pike did not thank me for my efforts, but he wore the vest the very next day and most days after that.



Mister Pike asked for a second serving of hasty pudding at breakfast. (Hasty pudding is simple as can be: dump cornmeal into boiling water and stir until it’s thick as wallpaper paste. Add salt and serve with something sweet, or else it will taste like hot, wet sawdust.) His recuperation had picked up speed in the last few days, which made me feel right proud of myself.

As I carried the warm bowl into the dining room, he looked up from the book he was reading. “I’m feeling quite strong today, Elsbeth.”

I set the bowl in front of him. “You look fit as a fiddle, sir,” I said, with a little bit of honesty.

He stirred honey into the mush. “I shall perambulate through the town this morning.”

“Beg pardon, sir?” I had no idea what he meant.

“I would like to take a walk, Elsbeth.” He laid a ribbon between the pages he was reading and closed the book. “I want to visit my house.”

He wasn’t asking for my opinion (though I had one), so I responded as a well-trained serving lass ought. “Would you like to take a cane with you, sir? It might make your perbamlu, prelam… It might help you walk some.”

“Quite sensible, Elsbeth,” he said. “Thank you.”

I chose the plainest of Judge Bellingham’s canes and a somber hat. Mister Pike fussed a bit when I said that I needed to accompany him (I feared he might collapse along the way), but my will was stronger than his. I walked behind him when we started out, but he soon motioned for me to walk at his side, for he didn’t like turning his head every time he had a question.

Mister Pike was stunned by the condition of the town. He’d been too weak to pay attention to it the day he traveled in a coach from the jail to Bellingham’s. Even though two weeks had already passed since the evacuation, very little had changed. Few Patriot refugees had returned. Mister Boyle’s printshop was still shut up tight, as was Missus Curtis’s store. Old South Church, which had been turned into a horse-training barn by the redcoats, still reeked of manure. Mister Pike grew more silent and withdrawn with every block.

Sudbury Street, a patchwork of middling to large houses near the Mill Pond, was not as hard-hit as other streets. Mister Pike paused in front of an impressive, undamaged home and raised a hand to greet a woman watching us from a window. Instead of waving back, she snapped the curtains closed. Our perambulation was beginning to feel like an ill-fated decision.

He stopped again at the end of the block, sighed heavily, and pointed. “Behold, Elsbeth: the remains of my house, courtesy of the British Army.”

’Twas the biggest building on the street; three stories of deep red brick, with tall windows, slate roof tiles, and wide chimneys that signaled enormous hearths. But the front door had been ripped from its hinges. Every pane of glass had been shattered. The picked-over remains of broken furniture, mattresses, shredded silk dresses, and the other stuff of living lay in sodden, forlorn heaps in front of the once-grand mansion.

I followed him inside. The mahogany paneling in the front parlor had been hacked and chopped by axes, just like the floor. The wires and keys from a spinet lay in a pile of ashes; the redcoats had built a bonfire with it. Curses had been painted on the walls of the dining room. The library smelled like a privy because it had been used as one, and that is all I shall say on that matter. A thick layer of smashed crockery and glassware covered the floor in the kitchen. Rat skeletons poked out from the ashes of the hearth.

(I was terribly curious about the hows and whys of Mister Pike turning spy for the Patriots, but dared not ask such a bold question, not while he provided our meals and a safe place to sleep.)

Mister Pike took only one thing from the ruins: a small, yellow-haired doll in a dirty silk gown that had somehow escaped the bonfires. He put it in his coat pocket, saying, “My wife will be pleased.”

“With the doll, sir?”

“No.” He shook his head. “With the destruction of our house. It gives her the perfect excuse for staying away and will prevent her friends from gossiping.”

Our return journey was much slower. Mister Pike often coughed and leaned more heavily on the cane. Small groups of Patriot soldiers ambled along the streets, shabby-looking, but friendlier than the redcoats. Mister Pike greeted a few folks making their way home from church, but not a one responded in a friendly fashion. A chaise passed us by, pulled by a matched pair of dappled horses and carrying two gentlemen and a lady who all leaned forward to stare at Mister Pike. He tipped his hat to them. They looked through him, as if he were a ghost.

I was terribly confused. Were the people who ignored him Loyalists, angry because he’d helped General Washington and the rebellion? Or were they Patriots, who didn’t yet know that he’d helped their cause and suffered for it? I was desperate to ask Mister Pike about all this, but I managed to hold my tongue. I simply suggested we take to the backstreets, away from prying eyes. He agreed and said he’d like to walk alone for a while. I dropped back a few paces, but stayed close enough to rush to his aid if he stumbled. One out of every three houses showed signs of life: smoke puffing from a chimney, smells of roasting onion and baking bread, and the cheerful noise of children playing in the backyard. The few houses with red smallpox flags hung on the door were silent.

My thoughts grew bleak. It had been four long weeks since I’d last seen Pappa. How could time pass so slowly, yet also faster than lightning? Was he safe, was he warm? Did he think of me with sorrow, or with anger? Had he gone ahead and evacuated, when he couldn’t find me? And if he had done so, what was to become of me? How long could I keep pretending my father was on a whaling ship? Was I destined for the Poorhouse, for being bound out to strangers?

I gave my wrist a hard pinch to break away from the melancholy. Ominous speculation did me no good.

As we passed the stables in Bishop’s Alley, Mister Pike’s pace slowed even more. A flock of wild children was squealing, shouting, and shrieking nearby, and I feared the sound would irritate him. Urchins often ran higgledy-piggledy up in the North End, but rarely down here, near Summer Street. I took it as another sign that Boston was far from being restored to her ordinary ways.

Mister Pike suddenly halted as we reached Trinity Church.

“Sir?” I rushed to his side. “Are you poorly?”

He removed his hat, dropped it in the street along with the cane, and cupped his hands around his ears. He listened intently, frowning in concentration. The noise of the ill-bred ruffians vanished for a moment, then exploded with laughter and jeering.

Mister Pike raced toward the sound.
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10. RUMPUS OF RELATIVES

SUNDAY, MARCH 31, 1776


LET FAMILIES, LONG STRANGERS TO DELIGHT, WHOM WAYWARD FATE DISPERSED, BY ME UNITE.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, POOR RICHARD’S ALMANAC



Two farm wagons stood in front of Bellingham’s house; one pulled by an ox, the other by a horse. A rust-colored milk cow wearing a belled collar was tied to the back of the second wagon. Flora and the other chickens scratched and pecked at the street’s edge, eyeing the cow with curiosity. Two men were unloading crates, trunks, and baskets from the wagons and carrying them around back to the kitchen door. A small mob of dust-coated boys suddenly appeared from that direction, chasing an older boy, hollering, “Avast! Stop, you scoundrel!”

As the pack ran down Summer Street, Mister Pike made an odd, gulpy noise, then sniffed in a most undignified manner. “Those ragamuffins, Elsbeth, are my sons.”

His words baffled me. It had been only a few days since the letter came from his wife. “Are you certain, sir?”

Before he could answer, the front door was thrown open with a shout. “Father!”

A red-cheeked, flaxen-haired girl, near my age but much shorter, hurtled down the front steps and threw herself at Mister Pike, who staggered, then held her tight.

“Father,” she repeated, her voice cracking.

I looked away. Such a heartfelt moment demanded privacy. A lump of sadness rose in my throat; I desperately wanted a joyous reunion with my father too.

After a long moment, Mister Pike and his daughter separated, both of them wiping their tears and smiling.

Mister Pike coughed to clear his throat, then said, “Good heavens, Tabitha, look how you’ve grown! But how, why are you here? Your mother wrote to tell me—”

“She wrote that we weren’t coming back, not for a long while,” Tabitha said breezily. “She’s still furious that you spied for the rebels and humiliated that they put you in jail. But, Father, listen to this: the boys burned down Aunt Peggy’s barn yesterday! Don’t be cross with them! The fire is the reason that we’re here, so it turned out to be a stroke of good fortune.” She paused to study the front of the Bellingham mansion. “Is this truly our new house? It doesn’t have enough bedchambers.”

“The boys did what?” Mister Pike’s face had gone ghostly white. “A fire? Was anyone injured?”

His hands had started trembling. “Sir,” I murmured, “mayhaps it would be better if…”

Tabitha ignored me and continued her tale.

“The barn burned to the ground, but no one was hurt, not even the animals. And only one tiny corner of the house caught fire. You would have been so proud of us! We all stood in a line from the well to the house, passing along buckets of water as fast as Uncle Silas could pull them up. Thomas and the hired man were the brave fellows who threw the water on the fire. But we were all brave, for the buckets were so heavy that my arms still ache. When the flames were out, we cheered in triumph. The repairs will take only a few weeks.”

Her fast speech and habit of leaping from thought to thought reminded me of an eager squirrel.

“Praise God’s mercy,” said Mister Pike.

“Well, no one except Aunt Peggy,” added the girl, finally answering her father’s question. “The fire caused her to develop a nervous condition that makes her overly sensitive to noise.” Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Unless she’s being the noisy one. Once the fire was out, she and Mother screamed at each other for hours. Aunt Peggy said we were all monstrous rascals and she could not tolerate us anymore. She gave us the choice of moving into the barn or returning to Boston. Rather a cruel thing to say, for the barn was a pile of smoldering ashes by then. So, here we are.”

Mister Pike looked as bewildered as I was, trying to sort through this avalanche of events. But before he could respond, the front door opened again, revealing a lady in a dust-covered silk gown of deep blue, her face as hard as stone. A sobbing child, mayhaps two years old, clung to her skirts.

Mister Pike beamed with joy. “ ’Tis my wife, Elsbeth!” He waved his hat in the air. “Good day, my dear! How do you do?”

Missus Pike stared at him in silence, then shouted, “Boys! Come in the house, now!” She picked up the crying toddler and disappeared inside. The slam of the door made Mister Pike wince.

“Your mother must be tired from the journey,” he said quietly.

“The boys have driven her to distraction, and Hannah has been up to the worst sort of mischief.” Tabitha looked at me for the first time. “Are you one of our servants?”

“Yes, miss,” I said, bobbing a quick curtsy.

“You’ll find Widow Nash, our housekeeper, in the kitchen. Take care, she’s in a frightful mood.”



I took an overstuffed sack from one of the wagons. It was much heavier than I’d guessed, but my pride wouldn’t let me take a smaller one, not when Mister Pike and his children could see me. Staggering slightly and wondering if it was filled with lead weights, I slowly made my way to the kitchen. Be friendly, I reminded myself. I needed the housekeeper’s approval so I could stay in the house, where Pappa could easily find me.

To my dismay, there was nowhere to put the dreadful sack. Supplies that had arrived with the Pikes crowded the shelves, tables, and every chair.

“Who goes there?” An ancient woman bustled from the larder, squinting at me with great suspicion through the glasses perched at the end of her nose. She was of a grandmotherly age, dressed in a pewter-colored quilted bodice, white shift, and a dark gray skirt. Curiously, she did not wear an apron or jewelry of any kind. Her clothes were as plain as could be, without lace, ribbon, or even one colorful stitch of embroidery.

“What business have you here?” she demanded.

“I bid you welcome and good day, ma’am.” I smiled and tried to shift the sack on my hip, for my arms were burning from the effort of holding it. “I’m Elsbeth, the maid-of-all-things in this house. Feels like I’m carrying a ship’s anchor. Where shall I put this?”

“You may call me Widow Nash. I am the housekeeper. Where are the judge’s other servants?”

“They’re all gone.” The sack started to slip from my grasp. I hopped to move it higher on my chest. “Beg pardon, ma’am, but I need to put this down.”

“Not the paid servants, you dolt,” she snapped. “The judge’s slaves.”

(When I’d arrived, Judge Bellingham owned two people: Cesar, his manservant, and Violet, his cook. Cesar ran away to join the Patriot army and was sadly killed at the Battle of Bunker Hill. I didn’t know how Cesar’s son, a lad my age named Curzon, had fared. His master was Judge Bellingham’s son, disowned for being a Patriot. The pair of them—Curzon and Bellingham the Younger—had left for New York right after Bunker Hill.

The Banforth family of Winter Street owned Violet’s twin daughters. Quick-witted and bold, Violet had managed to escape Boston with both girls in the chaos of the days right before the siege. I hoped that they were safe and free, and tried to remember them in my prayers. But Widow Nash didn’t seem to be the sort who would celebrate such bravery.)

“The judge freed his slaves,” I lied. “They left before the town was closed off. But I am quite capable, ma’am, and can help with anything you need.”

I was rather pleased with that falsehood, but my self-satisfaction turned to panic as the heavy sack in my arms suddenly slipped again. I fumbled, trying to grab hold of it, but had no strength left in my arms. As Widow Nash’s eyes widened, the weighty sack crashed to floor with the sickening sound of shattering glass. I cringed; this was not the way to make a favorable impression.

“You oaf!” shrieked my new manageress. “You clumsy half-wit! That was Mister Pike’s favorite wine, from France! The last bottles!”

“My deepest apologies, ma’am, I was just trying to be helpful, but—”

“Dear heavens above, if that’s what you call helping, I shudder to think what you might do next.” She squeezed her eyes shut and blasted out a violent sigh.

“I’m rarely that clumsy, ma’am,” I said quickly. “And I’m quite strong. Usually.”

She opened her eyes and pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “Do you know how to milk a cow?”

Not yet, I thought, realizing why that cow had been tied to the wagon. “Of course, ma’am,” I lied, again. At this pace, I’d soon be the most skilled peddler of falsehoods in Massachusetts.

“So you might be of some use,” she said curtly. “Your skirt is too short, your apron is a mess, and your hair looks like tangled seaweed. Tidy yourself immediately so I can introduce you to the mistress. After that, you’ll clean up this mess, milk the poor beast, and unpack the children’s trunks.”

She watched in silence as I quickly braided my hair (which did not resemble seaweed), covered it with a drab gray cap, and replaced my apron with the one that Cook had left behind. Widow Nash studied my slightly improved appearance in silence, then commanded me to follow her to the great parlor, where the family was taking their ease.



A small woman with soft brown eyes, Missus Pike sat rather regally in the wingback chair close to the hearth, surveying her family whilst a well-fed cat, the color of orange marmalade, prowled under her chair, sniffing at the floorboards. All of the young Pikes had light hair, ranging from the pale yellow of the youngest, asleep on his father’s lap, to the copper curls of the oldest, a mostly grown boy sprawled on the floor playing a loud game of marbles with two younger brothers, one who was likely four, the other closer to eight, I figured, on account of his rabbity front teeth. Tabitha sat close to her mother, frowning at the piece of linen she was embroidering. The last Pike, a boy likely born before Tabitha but after the oldest brother, sat at a table by the window. To my surprise, he was tinkering with a contraption containing small metal gears, concentrating so hard, he didn’t look up when Widow Nash introduced me.

Seeing them gathered in the most ordinary fashion gave me a jolt. My family used to gather like that. Our house had only three tiny rooms with low ceilings and a hearth of rough stone, but ’twas all we needed, for we were together.

“Girl!” Widow Nash’s voice pierced my remembering. “Pay attention.” She rattled off the boys’ names so quickly, I couldn’t keep track of who was who. Before I could ask her to repeat them, Mister Pike spoke up.

“Elsbeth has done a fine job assisting with my recovery,” he declared.

(In truth, I’d done a remarkable job, but I curtsied all the same.)

He looked at his children with great fondness. “ ’Tis shocking how much they’ve grown in such a short time.”

“Nearly a year,” corrected Missus Pike, each word sounding like it was carved from ice.

The son who was sitting by the window looked up. “Forty-nine weeks, give or take a day.”

His father smiled. “Thank you, Alexander. I have sorely missed your devotion to precision.”

Missus Pike turned her attention to me. “How do you remove stains from woolen clothing, Elsbeth?”

Widow Nash took a few steps closer to me, a hint of a smile on her face. She seemed eager for me to make a fool of myself, so she could toss me out.

“Some maids use vinegar and lye, ma’am.” I spoke loudly, for I wanted Nash to hear every word. “But that can weaken the cloth. A scrub brush, strong soap, warm water, and sunshine usually does the job.”

“Can you sew?” she asked me.

Can I sew? I wanted to trumpet my needle skills, but simply responded, “Yes, ma’am,” with impressive modesty. “My mother was a seamstress and taught me all the kinds of mending needed by such a large family.”

“Good,” Missus Pike said. “But fear not, we shall soon acquire more servants. One maid cannot possibly take care of a flock of seven children on her own.”

“Mother!” protested Tabitha. “Must you use that word? Some of us are grown.”

“Half-grown,” corrected her oldest brother.

I pasted on the bland expression that made the upper sort of folks comfortable and silently counted the heads in the room. Then I counted again.

“Forgive me, ma’am,” I said carefully. “If I may beg your pardon, but I see only six children here.”

“Jupiter and Mars,” groaned Tabitha. “Hannah’s hiding again.”

Missus Pike looked pained. “Would one of you please ask her to join us?”

The younger boys yelled in perfect, earsplitting unison, “HANNAH!”

“I’m coming!” The shout from the front hall was followed by a loud thump, then another.

I followed the stream of Pikes out of the parlor to the front hall, all of us looking up the curving staircase. A young lady was dragging a massive trunk down the stairs, despite the fact that she wore a plum-colored silk gown more appropriate for an evening of ballroom dancing.

Thump.

’Twas clear that this was Hannah, though she bore no resemblance to the rest of the family. Moving with uncommon confidence and grace, she appeared a few years older than me, her black hair artfully secured with ivory combs that gleamed like her pearl earrings. Coming down those stairs, she looked like a swan dropped into a gaggle of geese.

Thump.

“I told those men not to bring my trunk upstairs, but they refused to listen.” Hannah paused halfway down the stairs and curtsied. “Good day, Mister Pike. Allow me to express my immense joy that you have regained your freedom.”

Thump.

She came down another step. “If someone would arrange for a carriage, I should like to go home to Grandmamma immediately.”

Thump.

Missus Pike sank into the chair next to the hall clock, her hands clasped together so tight, I thought sure her finger bones would snap. “Elsbeth,” she finally said. “This is Miss Hannah Sparhawk. We’ve sheltered her this year as a favor to her guardian, Captain Hunter, who is… an associate of my husband.”

The sharp tone of her voice was a curious contrast to her mild words.

“Good day, Miss Sparhawk.” I bowed my head and curtsied.

The young Pike with the big front teeth looked up at me and earnestly explained, “She’s rich.”

“Hush, Benjamin,” scolded Tabitha.

Thump.

Missus Pike rubbed her temples. “There will be no carriage, Hannah, nor any ride to Providence. You must stay with us, as arranged, until your grandmother or Captain Hunter sends word of a new arrangement.”

Near the bottom of the stairs, Hannah gave a mighty tug—thump, thump, thump—and the trunk completed its journey. She sat on top of it and smoothed out the skirt of her elegant gown.

“I can ride in a carriage or I can walk,” she declared. “But I will leave. Today.”
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11. UNCHARTED WATERS

SUNDAY, MARCH 31–MONDAY, APRIL 1, 1776


I AM MUCH DISTRESSED FOR OUR POOR BOSTON FRIENDS.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER FRIEND MERCY OTIS WARREN



Eager to prove my usefulness to my new mistress, I politely asked, “Would you like me to hire a carriage for Miss Sparhawk, Missus Pike?”

“Hush, girl!” hissed Widow Nash.

Missus Pike kept her gaze fixed on Hannah. “There will be no carriage.”

Hannah pointed at me. “Where can I hire a horse?”

“There’s a stable just around the corner,” I said. “They take great care with their animals.”

Mister Pike approached the bottom of the stairs. “We have a duty, Hannah. You must stay in our care until we hear from your grandmother or from Captain Hunter.”

Hannah set her lips in a firm line of determination as her eyes darted first to the door, then to me. This startled me mightily, for in those eyes, I thought I saw a kindred spirit. Leaning over the railing as if she and I were well-acquainted and were the only two people in the room, she asked me, “What about an inn? I could stay in one until arrangements are made for my journey.”

I stepped closer to the stairs. “The innkeepers who fled the siege aren’t back yet, Miss Hannah. But mayhaps a tavern—”

“That’s enough, girl,” Widow Nash warned. “You’ve a mess to clean up in the kitchen, and that poor cow needs milking.”



The whole of the time that I was scrubbing the wine stains from the floor, Widow Nash stormed around the kitchen, complaining about the house, the war, the weather, and especially, about me. She was so loud, ’twas hard to follow the mighty struggle going on between Hannah and the Pikes in the front hall. Toward the end, I did hear a bloodcurdling shriek and the heavy slam of the front door, but if anyone had died or been wounded, I would have been called to clean up the mess.

The peaceful quiet of the barn was a welcome relief. The farmhands who’d brought the Pike family to Boston had made a comfy home for the shaggy russet cow in the south corner, with fresh hay and an ancient trough for water.

As I approached, the cow studied me.

“Good day, Pike Cow,” I said, with a polite curtsy. “I hope we’ll be friends.”

She lifted her tail and did the business folks do in the outhouse, all over the floor.

I groaned and picked up the shovel. “Pleasure to meet you, too.”

Once I’d finished shoveling the steaming mess outside, I fetched a bucket of water from the well and used it to wash the muck off her swollen udder. Then I sat on a small stool next to her and placed an empty bucket underneath the teats that hung from her udder. They reminded me of six pink fingers, all the same size. But I didn’t know how to get the milk out of them.

(I grew up in Philadelphia, remember. Our milk came from a neighbor or the market.)

“Have any advice?” I asked the beast. “Even a hint would be appreciated.”

She grumbled and shook her head, jingling the bells on her black leather collar.

I tugged gently on a teat. The cow mooed in annoyance, but no milk came out. I pulled hard on two teats at once. She mooed louder, then kicked my arm and sent the pail flying into the corner.

“Ow, you wretched dolt!” I shouted. “Blast you!”

“Don’t let Widow Nash hear you curse like that.”

I whirled around to see Hannah Sparhawk watching me, a wry smile on her face. She’d changed out of her elegant gown into an ordinary brown wool dress, with a yellow knitted shawl over her shoulders. Her cheeks had been blasted pink by the wind. I suspected that she’d been out walking on her own, which seemed a mighty curious thing for a highborn lass to do.

“They call the beast Ruggles,” she continued. “The Pikes are fond of naming their creatures. The cat is known as Slug, for it is so slow and lazy.” She leaned against a post, arms crossed. “Can you guess what they call me?”

“No, Miss Sparhawk,” I said, rubbing my bruised arm.

“My nickname is the Princess.” She shook her head. “They suffer from a terrible lack of imagination.”

(I had dozens of questions to ask, but servants must not be overly familiar with the upper sort. With great reluctance, I kept my lips buttoned.)

“You’ve never milked a cow before, have you?” she continued.

I hesitated. “Not exactly, miss,” I admitted, for I suspected that she’d seen my botched first attempt.

She bent over and squeezed the water from the hem of her skirt. “The dairymaid at Aunt Peggy’s estate taught me. She was a silly chit, but clever with animals.”

“You know how to milk a cow?” The question burst out of me, for I could not imagine the possibility.

“I can teach you the method.” She took a handful of dried corn from a sack and held it out for Ruggles to eat. “In exchange for your assistance.”

I should have refused. Kitchen maids always got the worst of such bargains. But I was desperate.

“How can I help you, miss?”

Her eyes sparkled with delight. “I was able to slip out of a library window when Benjamin got into a squabble with Gilbert. But things have calmed down, and Widow Nash is now on the prowl. I can’t sneak in without being noticed.”

Ruggles the Pike Cow mooed and scuffed at the dirt.

Hannah scratched the beast’s head. “If you promise to distract Nash so I can get back inside, I’ll show you how to milk this creature.”



The process of the milking was more complicated than I’d thought, but diverting Widow Nash’s attention was alarmingly easy. She started carping at me the moment I stepped foot in the kitchen.

“Why did that take so long? Did that rascal bend your ear with his tale of woe?”

I set the full milk bucket on the table. “Rascal?”

“The scruffy lad who claimed he runs errands for the master.”

“Shubel? He does run errands. Mister Pike sent him to Cambridge to inquire about an old acquaintance. He’ll likely be back for supper, along with Mister Doubt.”

“They returned whilst you were in the barn. Missus Pike sent them packing. There’s not enough room for them here.”

“She threw them out?” The shock felt like a punch to my belly. “Without giving them time to find another place to live?”

“Plenty of empty houses they can shelter in for a few nights.” She leaned in to smell the milk. “Many things will be different now that the family has arrived. I set your belongings in the upstairs hallway.”

“You’ve no right to go into my room!”

“You were sleeping in the housekeeper’s bedchamber.” She dipped a spoon in the milk bucket, then tasted it. “Kitchen maids sleep in the attic.”



Hours later, as the peevish Pike children were resisting their mother’s efforts to get them to go to sleep, I was finally given leave to prepare my new “bedchamber.” Winter was still resisting spring’s approach; it was so cold up there, I could see my breath. For hours, I’d been looking forward to huddling under my quilt, but first, I had to find a place to lie down that didn’t feel like an ice cave.

Holding a candle high, I picked my way across the shadowy, cluttered garret. The double chimney stack at the center of the room put off a tiny bit of warmth, which made it the best place to sleep. But crates, trunks, and the ladder to the roof surrounded the stack, keeping me from sleeping close to the heat.

“Argh!” I shouted, not caring who heard me.

I wanted to erupt in a tantrum that would shake the earth. Everything had turned upside down and inside out. First, the evacuation, then Pappa’s disappearance (and my part in it). The chance to work for Mister Pike while waiting for Pappa had suddenly turned into serving a whole family with an ornery housekeeper who’d banished me to this cold, dark place that smelled of dead mice and mold. Not to mention Shubel—where would he find a warm, dry place to sleep?

Below me, the toddler was roaring with rage, unhappy with the world. I understood him. I, too, wanted to kick and scream and throw things and spin in circles until I collapsed. Everything in my life was broken, and I wanted my father. I heard Missus Pike enter the bedchamber of the little boys. She had to speak loudly to be heard, but her tone was kind, trying to comfort the exhausted babe.

I sniffed back the tears. I wanted my mother too. Momma always said a good night’s sleep could work miracles. If she were here, she’d give me a good squeeze, then get straight to work. She’d expect me to do the same.

So be it. I’d take care of this muddle on my own.

I mounted an assault on the objects that stood between me and the heat of the chimney stacks. Moving the top layer of boxes was easy. The trunks, however, required dragging, a loud sort of dragging. It didn’t take long before footsteps clomped up the stairs.

Thomas approached, his shirt untucked, his face set with an irritated frown. “You’re making too much noise. Mother says you must stop.”

I crouched and pushed the dusty trunk forward a few more inches. “Apologies, but if I don’t move these trunks, I’ll freeze. It won’t take long, I swear.”

He gave a huff of exasperation and rolled his eyes. “Did you not hear me?”

I grunted as I gave another push. “Indeed, sir, I did.” Another push. “But Missus Pike and Widow Nash will be most displeased if I am a block of ice in the morning.”

Thomas crossed his arms over his chest. “Exaggeration is a sign of a weak mind.”

I gave a final push, then brushed my hands together to knock off the dust. “Better foolish than frozen, sir.”

I continued to clear the space after he descended, slowly dragging the trunks and the ladder away. I could hear Thomas’s voice below as he spoke to his mother, then his sister’s, and finally Hannah’s, but I couldn’t make out the words. Though my breath was still a frosty cloud, my efforts had warmed me. No one else came up the stairs, which I took as permission to finish the task. By the time I was able to lay down my bedding, the boys downstairs had quieted.

’Twas warmer by the chimney, but not warm enough to remove my stockings or skirt. I blew out the candle, unbraided my hair, lay down on the thin pallet, and pulled my quilt over me. A sharp breeze rattled the window. I rolled over, trying to find the least uncomfortable position. I was weary, but strangely restless. To ease my path to sleep, I tried to picture Pappa’s return again. He’d turn up one day looking ragged and worn, but not angry with me. He’d scoop me into a bear hug and spin me around like I was five, until we collapsed on the ground in giggles. He’d apologize, and I’d apologize, and everything would be right in the world. It will happen, I promised myself. It will happen. He’ll come back.

The door to the attic creaked opened. Soft footsteps hurried up the stairs. I turned over. The light of a candle slowly approached.

“Who’s there?” I asked. “Widow Nash?”

“Just me,” said Tabitha, raising the candle to show her face as she dropped a heavy blanket on me. “Hannah said that Alex said that Thomas said it was cold up here and I should give this to you.”

“Thank you, miss,” I called as she hurried back downstairs. “And please thank Miss Sparhawk, too.”

As I pulled the blanket up to my chin, I tried to ponder the peculiarities of Hannah Sparhawk, but I fell asleep before I got very far.
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12. DOLDRUMS

MONDAY, APRIL 1–MONDAY, APRIL 15, 1776


… BUT WHAT WILL YOU DO WITH YOUR HOUSE MAID, YOU WILL NEVER HAVE ANY HARMONY IN YOUR FAMILY WHILE YOU KEEP HER….

—MARY CRANCH TO HER SISTER ABIGAIL ADAMS



Like a toy top whirling perilously close to a table’s edge, my humors wobbled unpredictably; sorrow, hope, despair, frustration, gratitude, regret, pride (occasionally), and loneliness. I couldn’t even talk to Shube, because Widow Nash wouldn’t let him near the house, claiming he was a devilish rogue. He’d have understood what it meant for me to care for a house full of strangers: tending fires, serving meals, scrubbing floors, cleaning rooms, and washing everything from diapers to wineglasses. I milked their cow twice a day, mended their clothes by candlelight, and fell asleep before I could practice my embroidery.

My chickens were suffering too. When the Pikes arrived, they’d stopped laying eggs, then their feathers started falling out, though molting season was months away. Instead of prancing around the yard, heads held high, they’d huddle by the coop, looking half dressed and miserable. One morning, after days of heavy spring rain, I moved them to the barn to keep them warm, as soon as I’d finished cleaning up breakfast.

Widow Nash had been watching me from a chair set in front of the kitchen window. She scowled as I came through the door, dripping wet.

“No point in feeding hens that don’t give eggs,” she grumbled.

“They ate moldy grain,” I lied, wiping my arms and face with a damp towel. “A few days of healthy feed and they’ll be fine. Maybe better than fine. Eggs galore!” I rubbed the towel on my head. “They’re already perking up.”

Instead of scolding me, the housekeeper winced and pressed her hand against her left hip. “Maybe that’s what I need: better grain.”

I crouched down and started wiping up the water I’d tracked in, keeping my eye on her. She’d been suffering terrible aches in her hips and back for days, but I’d been unsure if it was my place to mention it. Now her face had blanched a ghastly shade of pale, and she was sweating, a sign of true pain.

“Shall I make a poultice for your back, ma’am?” I asked, polite and proper. “Onions and mustard cooked together with lard are mighty soothing, that’s what my mother always said.”

The housekeeper squinted at me with suspicion, but before she could complain about my kind offer of help, an argument broke out in the front hall. Aggravated by the dreary weather, the young Pikes had been bickering for days; insulting and pinching each other whenever their mother’s back was turned. But Missus Pike had just ridden off in a carriage with her husband to inspect what was left of their mansion. The time for torment and revenge had begun.

Thomas (the oldest) yelled at Benjamin (the eight-year-old), who was shrieking, “It wasn’t me!” while Tabitha loudly demanded that they stop fighting and be quiet.

Widow Nash stood too quickly. Her face twisting in pain, she cried, “Mercy!” and began to sway. I leapt up and grabbed her arms just before her knees buckled. Her backside landing firmly on the chair, she grunted, then muttered, “Tarnal maggots and lice.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but it sure sounded like the sort of cussing said by old ladies with high standards.

“Would it help if you lay down, ma’am?” I asked with genuine concern. “I can assist you to your chamber, if you’d like.”

CRRRASSSHHH! The unmistakable sound of breaking pottery in the front hall startled us both.

“That’s! Your! Fault!” yelled Tabitha.

Widow Nash grabbed the wet towel off the table and held it to her forehead. “Stop that hubbub, make those urchins behave, then tend to your chores. That’s how you can help me.” She squeezed the water out of the towel onto the floor, then laid it on the back of her neck. “I can take my own self to bed.”



Tabitha and Thomas stood side by side near the bottom of the staircase, with Benjamin a few steps above, all three of them stiff with anger, like hungry dogs fighting over a bone. At the top of the stairs sat Hannah, with Howler (the toddler whose real name I still hadn’t heard) on her lap, thumb in his mouth and eyes open wide. Gilbert, the next youngest, whose ears were too big for his head, leaned against Hannah, with a small sack in his lap that likely held marbles. Alexander, the quiet lad, peered over the second-floor banister, studying his siblings with serious intent.

How on earth did Widow Nash expect me to stop the argument and turn their attention to something less combative? Caring for my own brothers had taught me plenty about wrangling younger boys. But I could hardly scold Thomas and Tabitha or make any demands of them. In their eyes, kitchen maids were best suited to scrubbing floors.

“Elsbeth?” Hannah leaned forward for a better view of me and gave a little wave. “Have you come to watch the show? It promises to be quite entertaining.”

Perplexed by what was expected of me, and puzzled about what had caused the crash, I crossed the entry hall. I found a few shards of light green porcelain at the foot of the stairs and some smaller chips near the entrance to the parlor. Curiously, a pillowcase lay in the middle of the floor, covering something wet.

As I bent over to pick it up, Benjamin shouted, “Don’t!”

The choking stench of an outhouse hit me full in the face. I staggered back as several Pikes giggled.

“Rather pungent, isn’t it?” Hannah asked. “That’s why I think that Thomas is the guilty party.”

Thomas glowered at her. “You are not funny, Hannah.”

“I amuse myself”—she smiled as if he’d complimented her—“and that’s all that matters.”

They could squabble all day, but I couldn’t. “Miss Tabitha, is there a broken chamber pot hiding under that pillowcase?”

Tabitha crossed her arms and gave a curt nod. “A chamber pot filled with dung and piss, thanks to Benjamin or Thomas, two disgusting creatures who should live in a barn.”

Alexander snorted, then quickly covered his mouth, struggling to compose himself.

I felt trapped in a hive with excitable wasps whose favorite sport was stinging each other. A sudden longing for Widow Nash bubbled up; she’d know how to set things right in a heartbeat. They did whatever she told them to. I stifled a groan, wishing I’d never offered to help.

Tabitha was still seething. “We were just talking about why Ben and Tom refuse to admit their responsibility for this gross mess.”

Thomas sighed with such force, you’d think he carried the weight of the world on his skinny shoulders. “Benjamin is a whiny rascal who should sleep in the baby room with Gil.”

From his perch atop the stairs, Gilbert sputtered, “I am not a baby!” He held up his hand, fingers and thumb spread wide. “I’m four!”

“Almost.” Alexander knelt next to his brother and gently folded the lad’s thumb against his palm. “Now show them.”

“Four!” Gilbert shouted, raising his hand in triumph.

Hannah clapped lightly. “Most impressive, Master Gilbert.”

“Yes, yes, four years old, congratulations.” Thomas raked his fingers through his hair, trying to regain control of the situation.

Tabitha dove back into the argument. “You can’t scold Benjamin for using the chamber pot.”

“I’m not,” insisted Thomas. “It poured down buckets last night, so it was exactly a chamber pot night. This morning, I told him to empty the pot in the outhouse. He started screeching like a banshee, accusing me of”—he paused, looking for the proper words—“accusing me of making the foul deposit.”

Alexander’s boisterous snort made Hannah and Gilbert chuckle, but seemed to wound Thomas. His impatience with his siblings and high regard for himself made him rather prickly and deeply annoying. Tabitha’s willingness to stand up to him in defense of Benjamin impressed me. Her untidiness made extra work for me every day, but she had a good heart.

Benjamin sat down on his step. “Then Thomas started calling me names. When he tried to grab me, the chamber pot flew out of my hands and crashed!”

Two pale feathers, half the length of my little finger, floated down and landed at my feet. At first, I thought Alex was playing a joke, but decided that one of the pillows in the big boys’ room likely needed repair.

“Thomas didn’t grab you, Benjamin, you tripped,” Tabitha reminded him. “In truth, you called him a warty-faced whale.”

Hannah chimed in from the top of the stairs. “Then Thomas, being so very mature, called Ben a slimy weasel.”

“A sniveling, slimy weasel,” Thomas corrected her. “I should have called him a pooping, sniveling, slimy weasel.”

As Tabitha and Ben traded insults with Thomas, a few more itty-bitty feathers drifted down, some missing a great deal of fluff. (I’d have to check all the pillows for rips, once I was done cleaning the hall floor.) First, I needed to end this ridiculous skirmish before Widow Nash dragged herself out of bed and blamed me for everything. Something bold was required—something drastic.

Looking up, I studied the people and the staircase itself, trying to guess how the mishap had unfolded and why it was causing such a hullabaloo. A number of possibilities occurred to me… but only one made sense.

Needing to capture their attention, I planted my fists on my hips and cried, “Gadzooks, what a mucky mess!”

Only Hannah and Howler noticed. I needed to create a spectacle, something they would not forget.

Exaggerating my movements, I dropped into a crouch right next to the unfortunate pillowcase covering, which belonged in the pit under the outhouse. Steeling my nerve, I took a long, theatrical sniff, fighting the strong urge to retch. This courageous trick captured their attention; they stopped sniping and peered at me.

Benjamin’s nose wrinkled. “Doesn’t that smell horrid?”

“Of course.” Rising to my feet, I sniffed gently, once, twice, then frowned so hard that my eyebrows hurt, humming in a low, ominous tone, “Mmmmmm.” Suddenly, I thrust my nose in the air and breathed through it quickly, in out, in out, in out. Gliding around the hall, I pretended to follow the path of the smell, like a hunting dog.

With my audience entranced, I quickly leapt up the stairs to where Benjamin sat. I poked my nose in his hair and took another gale-force sniff, much to the lad’s dismay.

“Where’s Widow Nash?” he asked, a faint quiver in his voice.

“You don’t need her.” I patted his shoulder. “I’m almost done.”

Gilbert was staring, slack-jawed. Alexander appeared skeptical. Hannah smirked, on the edge of bursting into laughter again. Tabitha had made her way down the stairs and stood next to the front door, where she watched me warily, seeming ready to run for a constable, if necessary.

“You’re almost done with what?” scoffed Thomas.

I descended until I stood two steps above the oldest Pike, which forced him to turn around and look up at me.

“Growing up with brothers of my own,” I began quite grandly, “I developed a nose so keen, I could sniff out which brother had washed with soap and which with water. My nose could also tell who was lying.” I gracefully lifted my arm, then pointed at Benjamin, who squirmed uneasily. “Master Benjamin did indeed make use of the chamber pot last night. But!”

I clapped my hands once, to silence the snickers and murmuring. “His wise decision deserves our admiration.”

“Why?” Hannah shifted Howler to her other leg. “It’s ended in a terrible mess.”

“That wasn’t his fault,” I said. “Carrying the chamber pot down the stairs so that I could empty and clean it was exactly the right thing to do. But wait!”

As I hopped down to the next step, it dawned on me that I was having a great deal of fun. Sadly, Thomas did not appear amused. As he was too old for games, I didn’t touch his hair or get any closer to him. I simply took one last tremendous sniff, then cried, “ ’Tis as I suspected!”

Hannah was enjoying herself immensely. “What did you suspect, Elsbeth?”

I rushed down the stairs and returned to the offending mess. “The chamber pot was used by two Pike brothers last night.”

Thomas blushed, then turned to study the ugly painting on the wall behind him.

Tabitha was not convinced. “What makes you think that?”

“Simple. Though he was embarrassed to admit it, Benjamin contributed the dung. But look how wet the floor is. That chamber pot was full up to the top, I’d wager. A boy the size of Benjamin cannot produce so much liquid in one night.”

Thomas was not pleased. “Could have been Alex; he sleeps in the same room.”

“Doubtful.” I turned to Tabitha. “Seems to me that Alex’s face displays his true feelings. In contrast, Ben and Thomas are clever truth-benders. They accused each other hoping that their contribution to the pot might escape notice.”

“They are notorious liars,” confirmed Tabitha.

I clasped my hands over my apron. “In summary: Benjamin used the chamber pot instead of the outhouse. So did Thomas, which made the pot heavier and clumsy to carry.” I pointed to the top of the staircase. “You can see the tiny spills Benjamin made on the first steps up there. The spills made him nervous and led to more spilling—”

“Then Thomas saw me and started yelling,” said Ben.

“Then you stumbled,” I continued, “lost your balance, and dropped the chamber pot to the floor, where it shattered. You need to change your shirt; muck has splashed on your sleeve and collar.”

I turned my attention to Thomas. Was he going to complain to his parents about this? Or would his own behavior ensure his silence? “That’s what I believe happened, Master Thomas. I’m sure you’ll tell me if I’m wrong.”

Thomas dropped his gaze to his feet for a moment. When he looked up again, his mask of arrogance had slipped, allowing me a glimpse of the confused half-grown man underneath. Our situations were more different than alike, but I knew shame when I saw it. And regret.

“Can we send Thomas to jail?” asked Ben, coming down the stairs.

He’d intended the question for Tabitha, but I answered first. “Not at all. Thomas wasn’t trying to make you drop the pot. Everyone makes mistakes.”

“Indeed.” Thomas reached out and shook his little brother’s hand. “Apologies, Ben.”

Hannah lifted Howler in the air and cheered, “Huzzah! Huzzah!”

“Apology accepted,” Ben replied, “as long as you play soldiers with me.”

“I can’t,” said Thomas, heading for the door. “Ask Alex.”

And out he went, into the pouring rain without even a hat. I was stunned, but the others didn’t even mention it.

“I claim the little parlor for myself until Mother returns,” Tabitha said. “Don’t come knocking, for I won’t answer. Alex, will you play with Ben?”

“Indeed,” he said. “As long as I’m the artillery captain.”

Gilbert tugged on Alexander’s breeches. “Can I play soldiers too?”

Alex ruffled his hair. “Of course.”

Bouncing with excitement, Gilbert reached in his small sack, then pulled out a handful of something he threw in the air, shouting, “Huzzah! Huzzah!”

I gasped, thinking he’d tossed a handful of marbles. But instead of glass balls, feathers floated to the floor; delicate curls of gray, white, and a bit of gold. A familiar shade of gold.

I sat down in front of Gilbert and offered him a feather. “These are beautiful,” I said. “Do you know where I can find more?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, stuffing the feather back into his sack. “The chickens out back will share their feathers if you play with them first.”

My bedraggled, balding chickens. “Truly? What game do you play with them?”

He pulled on the string that closed the sack. “I chase them fast around the house, then around the barn. When they get tired, they let me pet them.”

“Gadzooks, Gilbert,” I exclaimed. “The mystery is solved! Now I know why they stopped laying eggs.”

“They’ll make more eggs if I ask them,” he said confidently. “Those chickens really love me.”
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13. BETWIXT WIND AND WATER

MONDAY, APRIL 15–THURSDAY, MAY 9, 1776


WHEN I ENTER ON A MORE PARTICULAR RETROSPECT OF THE LAST SEVEN YEARS OF MY LIFE, I FIND IT REPLETE WITH REVOLUTIONS.

—THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD ELIZABETH SMITH’S LETTER TO HER SISTER ABIGAIL ADAMS



Widow Nash made me scrub that stain on the hall floor every day for a week.

On the eighth day, I refused. “It’s fine.” I squatted down until my nose touched the floor. “It smells only of vinegar,” I said. “It’s a waste of time to keep cleaning it.”

“If I tell you to scrub, then scrub you will.” The housekeeper sat down slowly in the chair by the tall clock, wincing from the pain in her back. “Such impudence would have earned me a beating when I was young. Your attitude, your constant chattering…”

As she listed my faults, I sat back on my heels and used my apron to dry the oozing blisters on my hands. All that scrubbing, in addition to preparing the garden for planting, had taken a toll. My face burned too, but that was Slug’s fault, not Nash’s. The bloodthirsty cat had tried to sneak into the chicken coop and fought viciously when I dragged him out, clawing my arms and cheeks.

Fired up with indignation, Widow Nash had just reached, “… as foolish as you are lazy. Back in my day…,” when the front door opened and Missus Pike walked in, untying the red ribbon under her chin, then removing her straw bonnet.

“Why are you on the floor, Elsbeth?” she asked. “Did you fall?”

“No, ma’am.” I scrambled to my feet, surprised by her concern. She’d been so busy sorting out her family’s topsy-turvy affairs that she’d rarely noticed me. “Widow Nash wants me to scrub the floor again. I have so many other things to do, it seems a bit… unnecessary to me.”

The housekeeper put her hand to her chest and let out an exaggerated gasp of horror. “Do you hear that defiance, madam? I cannot work with this girl. I implore you to hire a replacement.”

The thunderous noise of the young boys above us interrupted her; Benjamin chasing Gilbert and Howler down the hall, all of them shrieking. When they got to their bedchamber, they slammed the door closed, which muffled the noise.

“You are being unreasonable,” Missus Pike told Widow Nash. “That floor will turn into sawdust if it’s scrubbed again. Elsbeth has much to learn, but the children like her, so I am not interested in replacing her.”

Though Widow Nash’s lips were pinched tightly, her mouth moved forward and back and side to side, like she was chewing on harsh words that were fighting to get out.

“The past year has been difficult,” Missus Pike said, gentling her voice. “You’ve paid the highest price of all of us, my dear Nash, in body and in spirit. The pains that you suffer from only magnify your difficulties.”

I was stunned to hear Missus Pike talk so openly about Widow Nash’s difficulties. It took a long, silent moment before I realized that I was expected to speak. But not honestly; I needed to act like a ninny.

“Please accept my humble apologies, Widow Nash,” I said meekly. “And you as well, Missus Pike. Should I try once more with the floor?”

The boys upstairs threw open the door and raced to their parents’ bedchamber, screaming about pirates.

“No,” Missus Pike said emphatically. “I need you to take those rascals outside and run them ragged. For several hours.”

After that, Missus Pike sent me out with the little boys for at least an hour a day, even in the rain. In truth, our time together made the rest of the day bearable. Staying in the South End, we watched fishermen repairing nets, visited the bakery, and dawdled in front of Mister May’s carpentry shop, where his sons sawed wood planks and split shingles, often while singing in harmony. One day, I took them to the marsh at the river’s edge to pick fiddlehead ferns, wild onions, and dandelion greens. Benjamin begged to go farther, so we could watch the troops on the common, but Missus Pike was firm about that. She didn’t want her boys getting any notions about joining the army, even the little ones.

Miss Hannah Sparhawk sometimes tagged along, which thrilled baby Howler (whose name was actually Tillinghast, in honor of some long-dead ancestor). She was the most puzzlingest person I’d ever met; cheerful as a lark one moment, then ferocious as a wildcat, lashing out at anyone who got too close. One morning, she delighted in challenging Benjamin to a rock-throwing contest off the end of a wharf. When Benjamin beat her, she stormed off pouting, like she was eight years old. An hour later, she surprised us with a sack of cookies and told Benjamin that he was indeed a champion rock thrower.

Hannah continued to call on me to assist her with falsehoods so she could sneak away on unapproved adventures. The first time was the night she snuck into the Town Meeting. (Dreary and boring, she later told me.) The second was so she could visit the wandering soothsayer who told fortunes with a blue lobster claw if you paid her with silver. The third came a few days later, when she needed to watch the full moon rise from atop Beacon Hill, all by herself, or her life would be ruined. I told two lies on that occasion—one to Missus Pike and the other to Hannah herself. She only thought she was alone that night. In truth, I followed her, for I’d heard that something terrible could happen atop that hill in the dark.

Thankfully, Mister Highborn Nyott Doubt distracted her after that. He was now living (along with Shube) in the storehouse that was the only thing left from his family’s fortune, and he continued to serve as Mister Pike’s scribe each Monday and Wednesday morning. Missus Pike occasionally invited him to stay for lunch, in the hopes that he’d be a good influence on Thomas or a possible suitor for Tabitha. Either way, she was sorely disappointed. Mister Doubt cared not a fig for either of them; he only had eyes for Miss Hannah.

But did she care for him? ’Twas hard to tell. Some days she seemed truly interested, listening carefully when he explained how the illegal smallpox inoculations at the army camp put the entire town in danger. But then the next time he spoke to her, she looked right through him and walked away as if she hadn’t heard a single word. I felt a bit bad for him, but mostly I was grateful. She enjoyed toying with him so much that she stopped hungering after slightly dangerous adventures, which made my life easier.



Shube finally popped up on a sunny day when I was hanging laundry behind the barn. I watched as he cut across the pasture, staying out of view of the house. Neither one of us spoke until he was standing in front of me.

“Good day, Culpepper.”

My delight at seeing him for the first time in weeks warred with my desire to be mad at him. Working for the Pikes left me no time to seek him out, but I was certain that he could have visited me if he’d wanted to, mayhaps meeting me in the barn when I was milking. In truth, I’d prepared several long scoldings that I’d planned to give him. But the dark circles under his eyes stopped me; ’twas clear that he hadn’t been sleeping much. His thin face showed that he’d been missing meals, too. I decided to delay the scolding until I learned more about his circumstances.

“Hullo, Turnip,” I said, trying to sound ordinary. “You look like you slept in a manure pile.”

“I missed you, too.” One side of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “Is that witch nearby?”

I started pulling a wet sheet from the laundry basket. “Widow Nash? She’s gone with Missus Pike to the apothecary.”

“Well, at least that’s good.” He grabbed an edge of the sheet and helped me drape it over the rope tied from the barn to the maple tree. “Figured you might be mad at me,” he said, from the other side of the sheet.

“More worried than mad.” I ducked under the sheet, so we were standing on the same side.

“You don’t have to worry about me, not anymore.” He threw back his shoulders and puffed up his chest. “I work for the army now.”

I gave him a sharp shove. “You can’t be a soldier!”

“I’m not a soldier. I take care of the horses and do whatever else needs doing. I get to sleep in a tent with a couple of lads from Maine.”

“A tent?” I asked. “Why aren’t you living with Mister Doubt, in his storehouse?”

“I didn’t like his snoring, or his low opinion of me neither.” He ducked as two robins swooped close to his head. “So, I found a place on my own, and decent work, too. I’m mighty proud of me. Are you?”

There it was again, that flash of green in his blue eyes. A quick shiver passed through me, like soundless lightning flashing on a summer night. I curled my bare toes in the dirt to anchor me in one place.

Shubel stepped closer. “Are you proud of me, Elsbeth?”

Before I could answer, a church bell started ringing.

Shube spun away, shouting, “Blast and tarnation!” He suddenly froze, counting. “… nine, ten, eleven.” Falling to his knees, he pounded the earth. “ARGH!”

I’d never seen him in such a state. I put my hand on his forehead, to see how hot it was. “Do you have brain fever?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he insisted, scrambling to his feet. “It’s just that I’m late. I was so afraid that you’d be sore at me that I delayed coming here, and now there’s not enough time to—”

I stepped back. “Slow down, Turnip. What are you talking about? Why such a rush?”

“You might not like this,” he said, grimacing, “but I’m leaving, just for a while. We’re heading down the coast to build fortifications, in case the lobsterbacks return.”

“Oh, no, you’re not!” I declared. “You’re staying right here! And we’ll come up with a plan, a way to see each other every now and then. Just so I’ll know you’re not dead.”

He smiled weakly. “If I don’t leave here in two minutes and run like the wind to catch up to my company, I will be very dead, for the sergeant will shoot me. Please listen. We can argue when I get back.” He took a deep breath and rubbed his hands on his breeches, like he was nervous. “I’ve asked every person I’ve met, even the gravediggers in four towns; nobody has seen your father nor heard of him.”

“But—”

“I beg you, Elsbeth, let me finish. I can’t find that Captain Hunter fellow either, but I found his house. It’s in Link Alley, fourth house on the left. I, um… visited it.”

“You broke in? Even after the constable nearly jailed you?”

Ignoring my very reasonable questions, he continued, “The latch on the kitchen window is loose. It’s neat and tidy inside, but covered in dust and spiderwebs. Hunter sure didn’t hide any treasure there. One pot to cook in, one mug, and one plate made of wood. Nothing under the bed, no hiding places that I could find. Only thing he owns is books, lots of books, likely about sailing. Don’t tell Mister Pike, not yet. That witch Nash will make trouble for you one day; when she does, knowing where the captain’s house is might buy you some favor.”

Listening to him tell all that he’d done on my behalf made me dizzy with gratitude and admiration. Frustration, too, because he shouldn’t have broken into that house. What if he’d been caught? On top of it all, the thought of him going away made me feel rather peculiar.

Pretending the sheet was crooked, I turned around and fussed with it, trying to get rid of the lump in my throat.

“I really have to leave,” he said hoarsely.

I turned back to him. “Swear to me that you’ll come back. Swear on all that’s holy.”

“Culpepper”—he peered closely at me—“are you… crying?”

“Don’t be a dunderhead.” I wiped my face on the wet sheet. “My eyes burn because you smell like a horse.”

“I have to come back; no one else can annoy you as good as me.” He stepped one foot forward and, to my astonishment, bowed to me, his hands elegantly extended in the manner of a highborn gentleman. “I shall always be your rebellious and disobedient companion, Miss Culpepper.”

I sniffed, wiped my nose on my sleeve, then sank into the deep curtsy of a lady. “And I shall always be your most irritating and vexatious friend, Mister Kent.”
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14. BORROWING TROUBLE

FRIDAY, MAY 10–SATURDAY, JUNE 1, 1776


PRIDE BREAKFASTED WITH PLENTY, DINED WITH POVERTY, SUPPED WITH INFAMY.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, POOR RICHARD IMPROVED



By the time the apple trees blossomed, making the air smell like pie, Pappa had been missing for more than two months. Yet somehow, life plodded on.

The shad and alewives returned, hauled in by strong-backed fishermen and sold near the town dock. Carpenters started repairing the buildings that had been destroyed by the British with such glee. The sound of hammers hitting nails, saws biting into wood, and workmen calling to each other began to push away the frightening echoes of cannon fire that still woke me at night. The day Missus Curtis’s shop opened, Hannah bought me a dozen hanks of silk embroidery thread. A few days after that, a man delivered a lantern meant to hang from the wall, with a mirror behind it to increase its light. Missus Pike told the man he’d made a mistake, for she’d not ordered the practical light. Just as he began to walk away, Hannah flew down the stairs, shouting for him to stop.

“I bought the lamp for Elsbeth,” she explained. “She needs a proper light if we expect her to sew for us after sunset.”

I thanked her most fervently, for ’twas a thoughtful sort of gift, even if it did make it easier for her to demand that I sew something quickly.

She murmured the words expected in that sort of situation, but when Missus Pike left the room, she whispered to me, “If she had any sense, she’d turn the entire attic into a sewing room.”



Despite the kindness shown me by the Pikes, the enormity of my losses weighed heavily on me. Not only was Pappa still missing, now Shube was gone too. Avoiding the melancholy was easiest during the day, when there were constant demands on my time and attention. It was harder in the evenings, when everyone went to bed. I spent hours sewing in the attic, until my head dropped to my chest and sleep washed over me.

But Sundays were the worst. Forced to sit completely still with the other servants in the back of the church, I could not fight off the feelings of desolation and gloom. As the minister preached and prayed, misery spun itself around me like a sticky cocoon. I left church heartsore and feeling terribly lost.



Hannah continued to plead, argue, and demand to be returned to her grandmother. The Pikes always refused, which made her deeply sad. After a few hours, though, her melancholy would transform into anger. She’d argue with Tabitha, mock Thomas, and make life a misery for everyone else. One evening, she teased Benjamin so much that he crept into her room while she slept and poured mustard onto her hair.

(I pray you, imagine the commotion!)

At lunch the next day, Benjamin, with a gleam in his eye, asked me to fetch a new jar of mustard for his cabbage. Widow Nash was again confined to her bed with the pains in her hips and back, so I went into the pantry for the first time in weeks. To my surprise, the shelves were rather bare. The cellar didn’t have any mustard either, didn’t contain much of anything, which was most curious. Since her arrival, Widow Nash had done all the shopping and cooking. I hadn’t noticed the dwindling supplies, for I had plenty of other things to worry about. I climbed back up to the kitchen puzzled, but just then, there was a crash in the parlor, and Hannah started yelling at Benjamin. I picked up my skirts and ran, hoping to prevent another battle.

A few days later, that peculiar pantry situation became a disaster.

Widow Nash returned from the market with empty baskets and a cherry-red face. She stormed through the kitchen without removing her hat and barreled into the great parlor without knocking on the door. A moment later, Missus Pike shrieked in outrage and rushed to the library to confront her husband, shaking a fistful of papers. Tabitha and Hannah followed close behind her, Tabitha horrified and Hannah excited, but Missus Pike slammed the library door closed before they reached it.

“Come away from that door, girls,” said Widow Nash as a loud discussion began in the library. “The mister and missus require privacy.”

“Well, we require answers,” said Tabitha, a most sensible reply, I thought. “Any problems Mother and Father have with money hurt us most of all.”

    Could wealthy people truly have problems with money? At first, I couldn’t imagine it, but then I remembered that Nyott Doubt’s family had experienced a similar downturn. If the Pikes’ accounts were in peril, the first person affected would be me—out of a job and homeless.

Unsettled, I made a reckless decision. As Tabitha continued arguing with Widow Nash, I coughed to catch Hannah’s attention. When she looked over, I pointed to my ear, then to the floor, and finally, stared at the housekeeper. Hannah understood my plan right away. Eyes sparkling, she loudly joined in the argument, siding with Tabitha, thus creating the diversion that I needed.

I hurried down the rickety cellar steps and crawled atop the cider barrel that was conveniently positioned directly under the library floor. (If highborn folks knew how easily their words traveled between the floorboards of old houses, they’d whisper more often. I could hear everything the Pikes said as clearly as if I were standing between them.)

That’s how I learned the truth of what was going on. Simply put: the Pikes were broke.

While Mister Pike had been one of the wealthiest gentlemen in town before the siege, he now had nothing. Every trace of his trading business had vanished; he had no ships, no cargos, no account books, and no money. The only person who could explain this catastrophe, Captain Hunter, was missing too.

“How is that possible?” demanded Missus Pike.

“I told you, Mehitable—I do not know!” Mister Pike paused to cough, then spoke more calmly. “I’m sure the captain took the account books and other papers with him. But where?” He repeated that there was no way of knowing if the British had stolen it all, or if bad weather or other calamities were to blame.

She ignored him, pacing back and forth, listing everything their children needed: tutors, dancing lessons, paper, ink, schoolbooks, scientifical instruments, kites and tops and whirligigs, new gowns for the girls, better breeches for the boys, and larger shoes for everyone. But there was no money to pay for any of it.

The papers that Widow Nash had been clutching were just a few of the overdue bills that the Pikes owed to the market sellers, bakers, butchers, and fishmongers. No one would sell to them until they paid their debts.

Missus Pike stomped her foot right above my head, making me flinch and nearly fall off the barrel.

She stomped once more and shouted, “We can’t even buy bread!”



As if summoned by her rage, the Devil came to dinner the very next night.
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15. DEVIL TO PAY

SUNDAY, JUNE 2, 1776


I AM SURE IF THERE IS SUCH A THING AS A DEVIL IN THIS WORLD, HE MUST HAVE BEEN HERE LAST NIGHT AND HAVE HAD SOME HAND IN CONTRIVING WHAT HAPPENED TO ME.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON TO HIS FRIEND JOHN PAGE



Thomas groaned dramatically when I carried the steaming bean pot into the dining room.

“Baked beans, again?” he complained as I served Mister Pike. “This is absurd, Father. Pigs eat better than we do.”

I hesitated, unsure if I should fetch something else from the kitchen, and even more unsure about what that might be, for the cupboards were now bare.

“Continue serving, Elsbeth,” said Missus Pike softly.

She sat at the far end of the table, grimacing from the torment of a megrim headache. To her right sat Tabitha, next to Hannah, both of them sullen and sour. Across from them sat Thomas and Alexander. The little ones had eaten an early dinner in the kitchen, on account of their mother’s frayed nerves. Judging by the shouts coming through the open windows, they were in the yard, trying to ride Ruggles.

The complaints grew louder as I made my way around the table.

“We’ve had beans for four nights in a row,” said Tabitha. “You promised we’d get a proper cook, Father. Widow Nash is too old.”

Hannah held up her hand to stop me from dishing beans onto her plate. “I’d rather go hungry than eat that slop again.”

Thomas, inspired by her resistance, declared, “I won’t eat it either” as he suddenly pushed his chair away from the table and flung his napkin to the floor. “There must be something else in the larder.”

Tabitha pushed back too. “I’ll check the cellar.”

“Enough!” roared Mister Pike. His children flinched and his wife covered her ears. “No one may go into the larder or the cellar, or annoy Widow Nash, for she is doing her best. If you do not eat your beans, you shall be hungry until morning.”

Thomas glared at his father. “Let me guess, we’re having beans for breakfast, too.”

The girls gasped at his disrespectful tone. Alexander quickly shoveled in a large spoonful of beans. Mister Pike slowly stood up, his hands shaking and his face tight with anger. Was he going to hit Thomas?

I thought I heard Widow Nash arguing with someone in the hall, but I didn’t think I should move.

Mister Pike’s eyes shot through his firstborn. “Your insolence—” He erupted into a fit of coughing.

Rising to her feet, Missus Pike cried, “Winslow!”

His coughing grew more violent. As he gasped for air, I dashed to the sideboard, fumbled with a glass, filled it with spruce beer. Thomas pounded on Mister Pike’s back, overcome with concern.

“I’m sorry, Father,” he cried. “Please, forgive me. Please breathe!”

Mister Pike’s eyes bulged as he choked.

I elbowed Thomas aside. “Here, sir.” I held out the glass. “Take a wee sip. Breathe slow with your nose, not your mouth.”

Mister Pike clutched the glass and sipped, then with a mighty snork, breathed through his nose. Everyone watched intently as he cleared his throat, took a longer drink and a deeper breath. With a shaky sigh, he leaned back in his chair and looked my way.

“Thank you, lass,” he said hoarsely.

“Fetch the doctor, Elsbeth,” said Missus Pike. “Doctor Crookshank, not that young one.”

The voices in the hall had grown louder, but no one else seemed to have noticed.

“I do not require a doctor, my dear.” Mister Pike drained his glass. “Sit down and eat, children. All is well.”

Suddenly, the door from the front hall swung open and a loud, deep voice boomed, “What’s all this pitiful whining about baked beans?”

The largest man I’d ever seen strode into the dining room, filthy and uninvited. His sunbrowned face and massive scarred hands showed a man who worked outside and liked to fight. His black wool coat was crusted with salt, and the smelly muck on his boots was fresh. Curiously, he carried a battered, bulging leather case over his shoulder. But ’twas his strange manner that most unnerved me. He didn’t bow, nod, or show any sign of respect to the Pikes, who stared in shock as he grabbed one of the extra chairs by the wall. As he set it down next to Missus Pike, Widow Nash bustled in.

“Apologies, sir, ma’am,” she said, eyeing the intruder. “I took him to the library, but he snuck out.”

“Don’t be such an old fussock, Nash.” The man sat down, his back to her. “Your ability to irritate grows more annoying with every year.”

Widow Nash stiffened, her mouth pinched tight. I thought sure she’d dump the bean pot on this rude fellow’s head. She glanced at Missus Pike, who gave a small shake of her head, and then, to my astonishment, the housekeeper retreated to stand by the kitchen door, without uttering a word of complaint.

Mister Pike stood again, trembling, yet speaking calmly, as if the rude fellow visited weekly. “If you will excuse me, my dears, I have much to discuss with Captain Hunter.” He shot an unexpected glare at the man and added sharply, “In the library.”

Captain Hunter! That was the name of Hannah’s guardian, the gentleman in charge of her fortune and her life. This scoundrel couldn’t be that man. Could he? At the other end of the table, Hannah seemed frozen, her pale face wiped clean of any expression, her eyes locked on Hunter. Only her hands, curled into tight fists in her lap, betrayed her feelings.

“I’m coming with you, Father,” Thomas declared, instantly shifting from anger to concern.

“Fine idea,” said Captain Hunter. “Time to teach young Thomas the ways of the world.”

“Then I’m coming too,” said Tabitha. “And Alex must join us. If Thomas dies, he’ll be in charge of the family next, won’t he?”

Alexander’s eyes widened in horror.

“Children, please,” said Mister Pike. “I applaud your newfound interest in business, but now is not the time to indulge it.”

“I disagree,” said Captain Hunter, setting his satchel on the table. “I’ll teach them what happens to gentlemen who don’t pay their debts. A fine first lesson, don’t you think, Winslow?”

The suggestion seemed harmless, but it caused what little color there was left to drain from Mister Pike’s face. Missus Pike blinked again and again, as if trying to make sense of both the captain’s words and their impact on her husband.

“No,” said Hannah. She rose to her feet and leaned forward, eyes pinned on the churlish brute. “There shall be no lessons, nor arguments, until Captain Hunter tells me how fares my grandmother and when a carriage will arrive to take me home to her.”

I’d never heard a woman, much less a girl, speak with such unshakable firmness to a grown man.

Captain Hunter chuckled. “Blast my eyes!” He tilted his head to the side and examined her. “You’ve grown quite a bit, haven’t you, my dear?”

“How is Grandmamma?” Hannah demanded.

He picked up the knife that lay next to Missus Pike’s plate and balanced it on his forefinger. “She’s fine. I visited her last week and had a long talk with her doctor.”

“Why does she still need a doctor?” Hannah sat down, her anger quickly melting into concern. “She should have recovered months ago.”

“And she did, but then she contracted winter fever and, after that, a nasty case of the shingles. But fear not!” The captain tapped the knife’s handle on the table like a gavel. “I’ve arranged for two skilled nurses to live with her until she is fully recovered. She’ll be hale and hearty very soon.”

One of the many advantages of being a practiced liar was that my ears were sharply tuned to the falsehoods of others. The captain was lying, of that I was certain. Under ordinary circumstances, Hannah would have noticed too, for she was almost as skilled at fabrication as I was. But her boiling emotions distracted her.

“Grandmamma needs me to care for her,” she growled with the intensity of a riled-up wild cat, “not strangers. I must leave at once.”

“Madam Sparhawk knows you well. She thought you’d react this way.” Captain Hunter opened his case and pulled out a sealed letter, along with a small red velvet bag. “That’s why she sent you these.”

He reached across the broad table and handed both items to Hannah. She ripped open the letter, quickly skimmed it, then shook it with frustration. “This is not her handwriting!”

“Of course not,” said the captain mildly. “Her hands tremble now, on account of her illnesses and age. She dictated that to the nurse. The bag contains a small gift that she thought you’d welcome.”

“What’s in it?” asked Tabitha, leaning in for a better look.

Hannah pulled out a pair of gold teardrop-shaped earrings set with rubies.

“How beautiful,” Missus Pike exclaimed.

“These are her favorites,” Hannah said. “I wasn’t supposed to get them until—”

“You deserve them now,” said Captain Hunter.

Without a word, Hannah tucked the earrings back into the bag, pulled the drawstring tight, and knotted it. All of the fight drained out of her in a few heartbeats.

“Is it Madam Sparhawk’s wish that we continue caring for Hannah?” asked Missus Pike, a slight quiver in her voice.

Captain Hunter turned to her and spoke with the smooth tone of a wolf inviting a flock of sheep to dinner. “If it’s not too much trouble, Missus Pike, yes. Madam Sparhawk is grievously afraid of the dangers of the war. She fears that when the British return, they’ll head for Providence, as well as New York. I agree with her. Of course, I shall continue to pay for your shelter and care of Hannah. In fact, I will double the monthly amount that we agreed on last year.”

The Pike children, who had been watching this performance with growing alarm, could not stifle their groans when they realized that Hannah would continue living with them. Hannah bit her lip and shot me a quick glance, woebegone and anguished.

“I know of a rider who leaves for Providence in the morning,” the captain continued. “If you’d like to write your grandmother a quick note, he will deliver it for you.”

“A generous offer,” said Missus Pike. “Thank you, Captain, for everything. You may be excused, Hannah, to compose your letter. I shall write one as well and tell your grandmother what a treasure you are to all of us. In fact”—she looked at her children—“everyone is excused. But!” She lifted a hand to stop them from fleeing. “You will accompany Widow Nash and your younger brothers on a long walk through the town. Captain Hunter and Mister Pike require peace and quiet in order to discuss their business. There will be porridge for anyone who is hungry when you return.”

As they filed out of the room, quietly grumbling, Captain Hunter pointed at me. “Bring me a plate of those beans, girl, and something cold to drink.”
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16. PORTENTS

SUNDAY, JUNE 2–MONDAY, JUNE 3, 1776


IF YOU COMPLAIN OF NEGLECT OF EDUCATION IN SONS, WHAT SHALL I SAY WITH REGARD TO DAUGHTERS, WHO EVERY DAY EXPERIENCE THE WANT OF IT…. IF WE MEAN TO HAVE HEROES, STATESMEN, AND PHILOSOPHERS, WE SHOULD HAVE LEARNED WOMEN.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



On account of Widow Nash making me stay up until Captain Hunter left, and him deciding to argue with Mister Pike for hours, I was half asleep by the time I dragged myself up the attic stairs. Yawning, I shuffled to my pallet, set down the candle, and began unfastening my bodice.

Something blew out the flame. Strangely, the curtains were swaying in the breeze, which was impossible, for the windows were closed. I looked up, spotted the open hatchway in the roof, and gave a heavy sigh. Some nincompoop—likely Thomas Pike—had gone to the roof for mischief and neglected to close the hatch when he came down. I was tempted to leave it open, but with my luck, it would pour rain in the night. As I climbed the ladder, I wished plagues of woe and torment on Thomas’s pointy head.

Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw when I reached the top. Miss Hannah Sparhawk. Sitting on my quilt, wearing her grandmother’s ruby earrings and a moss-colored silk dressing gown over her nightshift, a lantern glowing by her slippered feet.

“Why don’t you sleep up here, under the stars?” she asked, as if waiting for me on the roof in the middle of the night were an ordinary occurrence.

I was too astounded to answer. Why did she care where I slept? More importantly, what was she doing up here?

“Come, join me,” she said, patting the quilt. “I insist.”

Though her tone was friendly, I stayed standing, half in and half out of the hatchway. “Beg pardon, miss, but did you truly move the ladder yourself?”

“I made Thomas do it,” she said matter-of-factly. “I threatened to tell his mother that I saw him flirting with one of the Sheaffe girls after church. You’ve never seen anyone blush so hotly.”

I was too tired to pretend interest in her gossip, too cranky to be polite. “You shouldn’t be up here alone, especially at night.”

“I tried waiting for you down there, amongst the clutter, but it smells horrid. How can you bear it?”

“I fall asleep quick,” I lied as I scrambled onto the platform. “You should go first. I’ll follow and close the hatch.”

She stubbornly shook her head. “Not until you tell me everything discussed by Mister Pike and Captain Fizzlefart.”

Her unexpected use of such a rude (and funny) nickname made me snort loudly. She smiled at me, then said, “I need to know what that odious toad is up to.” She moved over, making more room for me on the quilt. “I pray you, Elsbeth, please sit with me.”

To my surprise, her voice quivered. She always gave the appearance of being aloof, somewhat detached from deep feelings. Why had Captain Hunter’s return affected her so? My curiosity overcoming my fatigue, I joined her.

An odd pair we must have made: Hannah in silk, smelling of lavender; me in stained linen and wool, stinking of bacon, for I’d spilled grease on my skirt that morning. We sat in delicious silence for a bit. The roof still held the day’s heat, making the quilt cozy-warm. Above us, the crescent moon swam in a sea of countless stars. I let out a long breath and felt my shoulders relax. I could have happily drifted off to sleep right then and there, but Hannah was hungry for information.

“Come now.” She nudged me with her elbow. “What did they talk about?”

Keeping my voice low (in case any bedchamber windows were open), I shared what I knew. “The captain explained that Mister Pike’s shipping business had a few disasters in the past year. His warehouse in New York filled with expensive imports burned to the ground, and one of his ships went down in a hurricane. All of the men onboard died, and the cargo was forever lost. Not only does he owe money to merchants in Massachusetts, but also to gentlemen in New York and London. Two of his ships were already seized and sold at an auction to pay the most pressing debts. The captain tried everything to prevent the auction; that’s why his return to Boston was so delayed.”

Hannah leaned forward to shoo away a moth from the lantern. “I imagine Mister Pike was not pleased.”

“I thought he was going to collapse.” The moth flew toward me, and I waved it away. “His last two ships will soon be sold at auction, but even if they fetch the highest price, it still won’t be enough. He’ll be sent to debtors’ prison.”

Hannah sat straight up. “Truly?”

I nodded. “The captain said—quite harshly—that Missus Pike and the children would have to live with relatives. If no one takes them in, they’ll be sent to the Poorhouse. The children will be bound out to strangers until they’re full-grown.”

Her eyes widened in astonishment. “That’s positively barbaric!”

“I agree, miss. But Captain Hunter offered a way to prevent the worst from happening. Seems that he’s been investing his own money in slaving ships that sail from Newport. Made a fortune from it, he said.”

Hannah recoiled in disgust. “He is a revolting, dishonorable swine.”

“The captain offered a deal: he’d pay off all the debts if Mister Pike made him a partner in his business. That way, the ships wouldn’t have to be sold and he could return to the profitable business of importing and exporting. The two of them argued and haggled for a long time, but in the end, they sliced up Mister Pike’s company like a pumpkin pie.”

“How much will the captain get?” Hannah asked, with unusual seriousness. “A quarter of it? A third?”

The moth returned, fluttering so close to my nose that it made me sneeze. I wiped my nose on my apron and continued. “Three quarters. The captain owns most of that pie now, but I don’t think he’ll bother you much. He’s turning his ship, the Defiance, into a privateer to hunt down and capture British ships. Mister Pike will be in charge of the contracts and accounts.”

I waited for a sign that she was ready to go inside, but she just watched the flickering flame of the lamp, eyebrows drawn together in a frown. I was puzzled by her strong interest in the matter. How could this possibly affect her? She’d soon return to her grandmother’s home, much to her relief, as well as the Pikes’. So why did she suddenly seem on the verge of crying?

Hannah gave a sharp sniff and blinked away her tears. “I ran away on New Year’s Eve, did Widow Nash tell you? Grandmamma hadn’t written for so long, and I was desperate to see her. But then it started to snow and I had to turn back.”

I waited, but she added nothing more. A church bell tolled midnight. As the last echo faded, distant owls called to each other, as if continuing the melody of the bells.

“I love owls, don’t you?” Hannah asked, out of nowhere. (I was beginning to get used to her sudden turns of thought.)

I nodded, yawning. “ ’Tis late in the year for them to be courting.”

“Owls take messages to the dead,” she said solemnly. “When Grandmamma hears one, she always opens a window and whispers a few words for the owl to take to the ghost of my grandfather.”

“If I may, Miss Hannah,” I ventured. “What does Captain Hunter have to do with you and your grandmother? He’s certainly… not a gentleman.”

The persistent moth fluttered around the lantern again. Hannah cupped her hands, gently trapping it, and answered without looking at me. “Grandmamma fell ill, near two years ago. She told Captain Hunter to find a proper family, preferably in Boston, who would take me in and introduce me to the right sort of people. She was already plotting to find me a husband of quality.”

“Beg pardon, miss, but shouldn’t you have stayed if she was sick?”

“Of course! I argued, but she’s even more stubborn than I am.” She slowly opened her hands and watched as the moth flew off into the night. “After Bunker Hill, I thought surely she’d send for me. But she insisted that I stay with Missus Pike.”

She gave a shiver and pulled her dressing gown more tightly around her. “Unfortunately, Captain Hunter is my guardian, for my father trusted his business sense. My parents died when I was quite young, and I moved in with Grandmamma. I barely remember them, to be honest.”

I spoke before thinking. “I’m so sorry.”

She frowned, baffled. “Why?”

“I’m sorry that you don’t have many memories of them.” I paused, unsure if I was skating too close to the line that separated kitchen maids from someone like Hannah.

“I consider it a blessing,” she said. “The absence of memory means I don’t suffer their loss.”

I decided to skate just a wee bit closer to that line. “Thinking of my mother can make me sad, but the good memories help. I am sorry that you don’t have that comfort.”

“Hmmm.” Her gaze returned to the lamp. “That is a kind sentiment. Thank you, Elsbeth.”

The owls called again, sounding farther away than before. I began silently counting. When I reached one hundred, I would leave her behind and go to bed. She could sleep the day away if she wanted. I couldn’t.

Just as I reached forty-four, she asked, out of nowhere, “Can I trust you?”

“Of course, miss,” I said, hoping that she wasn’t planning on a midnight stroll.

“No.” She grabbed my wrist and squeezed it. “Can I truly trust you? I’ve no one else here, and you’re not a fool, which is rare.”

’Twas a startling thing to say. Was she asking for friendship? I dearly missed my friends in Philadelphia. Charlotte, Sarah, and Anna lived on our lane. We laughed at the same things and sang harmony together in church. Shubel was my friend, but there was no telling when he’d return. Having a proper friend in Boston would have made everything easier. But no, friendships between her sort and my sort did not exist. She wanted me to do something for her. That was the purpose of servants, after all.

“Can I trust you?” I asked bluntly.

Her left eyebrow arched in surprise, but after a moment, she nodded. “Indeed, I believe we can be of use to each other. What say you?”

I stuck out my hand, for we’d just made a strange bargain. She took it firmly, and we shook.

She leaned closer. “The captain’s behavior is suspicious. I’m not exaggerating or weaving a fantastical tale, which I sometimes do. Whatever he’s up to now is serious. Did you see the shifty way he acted this evening?” Her face hardened. “His sly manner of telling me how much I’ve grown was positively rude.”

“You have likely grown since he last saw you,” I pointed out.

“But the way he said it was improper.” Her hands curled into fists for the second time that day. “Even worse, by rescuing the Pikes from financial ruin, he has put them completely under his control. As am I.”

She turned away and looked down at the street. I craned my neck to see what had drawn her attention.

Below us, a horse was pulling a wagon driven by a hatless man. The sound of the horse’s hooves seemed a chorus to the creaking notes of the tired wheels. The wagon bed held only a large coffin. No mourners walked behind it, which made me wonder if the corpse was a stranger to town, or a soldier.

Hannah stood for a better look. “Where is he going?”

“To the cemetery,” I said.

“In the middle of the night? That makes no sense. Maybe the driver is a smuggler or a thief. I wager he’s filled that coffin with stolen silver and jewels.”

The comment was the kind of sassy remark that she made every day, but her voice was cheerless. The owls called again, closer to us than they’d been before.

“Smallpox victims must be buried at night,” I explained. “So that folks won’t be fearful.”

“That sounds dreadfully lonely.” Hannah tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’ll never let anyone do that to me.”
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17. WHIRLWIND

MONDAY, JUNE 3–WEDNESDAY, JUNE 12, 1776


THE SMALLPOX PREVENTS MY GOING TO [BOSTON]…. I THINK THE COUNTRY IS IN MORE DANGER THAN EVER. I AM ANXIOUS ABOUT IT.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



Dearest reader, do not let anyone tell you different: money changes everything.

The payment of Mister Pike’s debts opened the door to the life that the Pike family was accustomed to. Gentlemen once again invited Mister Pike to gatherings to discuss the war and the possibility that America might declare itself an independent nation. Missus Pike was suddenly welcomed into the finest homes for coffee and cakes. The war and the notion of independence were also being debated by the ladies.

Tutors were immediately hired for Thomas and Benjamin, much to their dismay. In contrast, Alexander was overjoyed when told that he’d be studying all things mathematical in Mister Larrabee’s scientifical instruments shop. Missus Pike also hired a fellow to teach the girls how to sing, play the spinet, and perform the fashionable dances of the highborn. This amused Hannah and infuriated Tabitha, who preferred to spend her time reading novels and writing gloomy poetry.

Thomas Pike staged his own rebellion a few days later. During a volcanic shouting match with his father, he swore he would never attend college. The shouting got so loud, I thought that neighbors would come, fearing we were under attack. Thomas ended the skirmish by stomping up the stairs and slamming the door of his bedchamber. A prickly silence filled the house, and everyone went to bed earlier than usual.

When Thomas did not come down for breakfast, his weary parents sighed.

“He didn’t move at all when I said it was time to eat,” Alexander told them. “Likely because he hardly slept. He was still scribbling in his journal late into the night.”

Missus Pike picked up her fork. “We’ll let him sleep.”

“Absolutely not!” Mister Pike pointed at me. “Fetch him down here, Elsbeth,” he ordered. “Take the water pitcher with you. If he refuses to get out of bed, empty it on his head.”

I resented being ordered into the battle. As I mounted the stairs, I vowed to reason with Thomas, persuade him with logic instead of a soaking. He was a self-satisfied, high-and-mighty dolt, but I understood his desire to choose his own path. Besides, no one deserved to wake up to a face full of water.

Thomas was not in bed. Under his quilt lay a hodgepodge of books, covered by blankets. The note on his pillow explained everything: I have sailed away with Captain Hunter on the Defiance. Don’t let Alex wear my good boots.

Thomas Pike had joined the war.

Commotion followed, of course. The Pikes argued about who was to blame for raising such a disobedient son. Tabitha and Alexander took a long walk together, likely so they could discuss the event without being overheard. They did not tell their parents where they were going, but they did tell Widow Nash, for they were not as bad as Thomas.

While the family prayed for Thomas to come home soon, I prayed only for his safety. I secretly hoped the voyage of the Defiance would be a long one. Like Hannah, I did not trust that captain one whit.



A few days later, I carried Howler, wearing a clean diaper and a drooly grin, into the parlor just as Hannah finished reading an invitation from a Missus Sanford aloud to Missus Pike and Tabitha.

“What a triumph!” crowed Tabitha. The Sanford family was known for their highly educated daughters, as well as a library that contained thousands of books. “Can we go this afternoon? I’d love to hear their thoughts on the independency debate.”

“And be bored to death? No, thank you.” Hannah waved me over and took Howler from my arms. She’d been spending more time with the lad, the two of them like pirates plotting to invade a kingdom. “I’ll stay and entertain this chubby beast.”

“But you must go,” insisted Tabitha. “I would feel strange arriving on my own.”

Howler giggled as Hannah tickled his chins. “You’re not an infant, Tabby,” she said.

“Let me see the invitation, Elsbeth,” said Missus Pike.

Taking the folded piece of paper from Hannah, I crossed the parlor and handed it to my mistress.

“ ’Tis not a question of my age,” Tabitha argued. “Your presence distracts the people I don’t care about, which makes it easier for me to talk to those who interest me.”

“Now I definitely won’t go,” Hannah said, gently pulling a lock of her hair from Howler’s grasp.

“But you must!” pleaded Tabitha. “Tell her, Mother.”

Widow Nash entered, disrupting the argument. “The new maid will arrive at any moment, madam.”

I went cold. New maid?

Hannah, eyebrows raised, turned to Missus Pike. I’d no idea what Hannah was trying to signal, but Missus Pike shook her head in response.

“The girl’s name is Lucy,” continued Nash. “Shall I bring her to you right away, or would you rather wait until after lunch?”

“When she arrives.” Missus Pike patted her hair, making sure it was tidy. “Assuming the conversation goes well, she can take care of the washing after lunch. Was there anything else?”

A bitter taste suddenly filled my mouth; ’twas my job to wash up after meals.

Widow Nash glanced at me. “If you don’t require Elsbeth in here, she should tend the manure pile.”

“But—” Hannah started.

“Not now, Hannah,” said Missus Pike.

In shock, I reluctantly swallowed the bitterness. My time on Summer Street was running out, fast as the sand from a broken hourglass.

Tending the manure pile was simple. Using a pitchfork, you simply blended weeds recently pulled from the garden into the stink hill of cow poop. If done properly, the muck would turn into good dirt by the fall. But today I couldn’t do anything properly. I kept dropping the pitchfork. I tripped over the chickens eagerly snapping at flies. My legs felt wooden and my hands made of stone. Mostly I just stood facing into the strong wind blowing from the west. ’Twas a sailor’s wind, the kind that filled the sails with speed and sent ships flying over the waves. But it didn’t move me, not even an inch.

I was still standing there, benumbed, when the kitchen door opened. Hannah and Missus Pike approached, trailed by Widow Nash. The chickens scattered as they drew near, clucking about intruders. I curtsied, though it was the last thing in the world I wanted to do.

Missus Pike’s nose twitched. “I’ve hired Lucy.” She paused to sneeze and dab at her nose with a handkerchief. “Now we must discuss your employment.”

Widow Nash muttered, “Humph,” and crossed her arms. I was surprised she wasn’t gloating. She’d been waiting for this moment since the first time she laid eyes on me.

“I understand, ma’am. But… is it possible that I might stay until I find new lodging? Just a few days, I’m sure.”

“Stay here?” Missus Pike seemed a bit baffled, then her eyes opened wide. “Oh, Elsbeth, you poor lass. You are not being dismissed.”

“I’m not?”

“Quite the opposite!” Grinning, Hannah stepped up beside Missus Pike. “You are now my personal maidservant, Elsbeth.”

“Beg pardon, miss?” I could not make sense of her words and feared they were turning to wood too.

“You loon.” She gave me a friendly swat on the shoulder, then spoke louder. “You. Are. My. Maid!”

“Only for part of the time,” corrected Widow Nash. “You must still milk the cow, serve meals, and lend a hand to Lucy, when asked.”

“Captain Hunter approved of the matter before he sailed away, but Missus Pike wouldn’t let me tell you until the new kitchen maid was hired.” Hannah beamed. “I insisted that you be paid generously.”

My fingers and toes tingled. Hannah looked properly delighted, and Widow Nash appeared more glum than usual. I half wondered if I were sleeping and had stumbled into a fantastical dream, but my dreams were never as vivid as the scene before me.

“What say you, Elsbeth?” Hannah prompted.

“Thank you. That is… I mean… thank you so very much,” I stammered awkwardly. “I never dreamed of such a thing. You are most kind!” I bobbed two curtsies. “Thank you, Missus Pike! Thank you, Miss Hannah!” I paused, then bent my knees a bit, in a near curtsy. “Thanks to you as well, Widow Nash.”

“No thanks to me,” the housekeeper grumbled. “Nothing good comes from giving girls ideas above their station.”

Hannah’s laugh sent the chickens scattering again. “Don’t be a such a rain cloud, Nash.”
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18. DIGGING IN

THURSDAY, JUNE 13–WEDNESDAY, JUNE 19, 1776


I HAD RATHER DIG MY SUBSISTENCE OUT OF THE EARTH WITH MY OWN HANDS, THAN BE DEPENDENT ON ANY FAVOR, PUBLIC OR PRIVATE; AND THIS HAS BEEN THE INVARIABLE MAXIM OF MY WHOLE LIFE.

—JOHN ADAMS TO HIS DAUGHTER, NABBY



In the eyes of the world, being a maidservant to a wealthy young lady was a more respectable position than being a maid-of-all-things. In truth, I didn’t want to be any sort of maid at all, but escaping Widow Nash’s scrutiny a few hours a day was glorious. Hannah gave me two of her old skirts (much nicer than anything I’d ever worn); two bodices, a yellow one that was much too pretty for a maid, one of navy, stiffened with whalebone; and a nearly white shift, soft as the fluff on a baby chick.

I helped Hannah dress, took care of her errands, and accompanied her whenever she was in the mood for a stroll or wanted to visit other young ladies. Best of all, she wanted me to sew for hours. Captain Hunter had sent two trunks filled with fabric he’d purchased for her in France. I didn’t have the skills (yet) to work with the expensive silk, striped taffeta, and bright, shimmering chintz, but I knew how to work with linen and wool.

Widow Nash disapproved of my elevation and decided to ignore it. She continued to give me orders: carry two dozen cabbages down to the cellar, open the upstairs windows to air out the bedchambers. Lucy, the new maid who jumped every time Nash yelled (reminding me of a scrawny mouse), watched with wide eyes as I tried to please two mistresses: the housekeeper and Miss Sparhawk. ’Twas a temporary situation, I told myself. A shifting tide always stirs up mud.

But then Widow Nash went too far, bursting into the small parlor just as I started cutting the linen for Hannah’s new shift.

“Put that away now,” she demanded. “The jam is cooked, but Lucy can’t lift the pot. She can barely lift a pitcher of water. You must do it.”

“There’s no need to lift the pot. She can ladle the jam into the crocks.” I focused on the scissors, not wanting to snag the fabric. “Ladling makes less of a mess, too.”

She didn’t budge. “Put down the scissors and come to the kitchen.”

Her spiteful treatment made no sense to me, but at least it was predictable. Blustering like a wet hen, she’d pick at me constantly, cutting me with words and sprinkling in threats, doing her best to make me lose my temper. When I’d finally snap and say something rude, she’d smugly trot off to complain to Missus Pike.

But not anymore.

I kept cutting. “I milked the cow and served breakfast and lunch. Now it’s time for me to work for Miss Hannah.” My wobbling voice betrayed my uneasiness. Refusing her demands—an older woman who was still somewhat in charge of me—was harder than I’d expected. “Lucy can take care of the jam.”

“Go to the kitchen and help her,” she repeated. “It won’t take long.”

I set down the scissors, turned to her, and said a magical word. “No.”

“You must!”

“No,” I repeated.

Her eyes narrowed with scorn, and she leaned close. “You think you’re better than me, do you? Think you’re too good for ordinary work?” Her spittle sprayed my face. “Your time will come, girl, mark my words.”

“Elsbeth?” As Hannah poked her head into the parlor, Widow Nash stepped away and I wiped my face on my apron. Hannah looked at me, then glared at the housekeeper. “I insist that you stop treating my maid so badly, Nash. There is no danger of her taking over your job. Every time you scare off another servant, you make life harder for all of us.”

Stunned into silence, Widow Nash glowered at Hannah, who ignored her. “Now put away your needle and thread, Elsbeth. We’re going to King Street for a look at the captured Highlanders.”

She turned back to Widow Nash, one eyebrow arched high. “Missus Pike knows of our journey, so you need not run and complain to her. And no, the boys are not coming with us. They can play with you.”



Since Thomas had sailed away with Captain Hunter, we’d heard no word of the Defiance, but other privateers were busy capturing British ships. Those that were towed to Boston attracted huge crowds eager to walk onboard and gape in astonishment at the elegant staterooms and cargo holds filled with treasure. Today’s prize was a different sort of treasure: two ships filled with Highlanders, soldiers from Scotland who fought with the British. Mister Pike said that they’d sailed straight for Boston because they hadn’t heard of Washington’s victory or that the British had fled.

“Like capturing fish that were already swimming in a barrel,” he told the family, looking rather pleased with his witty description.

A Patriot drummer boy rat-a-tat-tatted as fellows from the Massachusetts troops lined up in front of the crowds on the wharf to make a narrow corridor for the Highlanders to pass through. The exhausted Scotsmen slowly filed off the ships, some limping, others bruised or bandaged, all of them in need of hot water and soap. Some were no older than Thomas Pike, barely shaving and looking lost, their red coats marked with gunpowder. The crowd around us erupted in cheers and jeers, overjoyed to see the enemy in defeat.

Hannah put her hand on my shoulder so she could balance as she raised up on her tippy-toes for a better look. “They don’t look very fearsome.” She lowered herself back down. “That’s disappointing.”

The last of the Highlanders shuffled past, escorted by the Patriots to the Queen Street jail.

“Can we go onboard soon?” asked Hannah.

A group of Patriot officers had already made their way onto the first ship, followed by several burly soldiers.

“Those are military ships,” I said. “According to the newspaper, they’re filled with guns and ammunition.”

“Bosh,” grumbled Hannah. “Who wants to see that? This wasn’t as much fun as I thought it would be.” After a few minutes of following the crowd up King Street, her mood shifted again. “At least there’s one thing to be happy about.”

“What’s that, miss?”

“That the ships weren’t captured by the Defiance. Thomas would have driven us all mad with his bragging.”

“It would be a great relief to Missus Pike if he were to come safely home,” I pointed out.

“Not me!” Stepping on a wobbly cobblestone, Hannah briefly grabbed my arm for balance. “If he returns, then Captain Fizzlefart comes back too.” She let go of me. “Besides, Thomas will never live at home again. He’ll sail the seven seas, enjoy terrifying adventures, and meet the most interesting people you could ever imagine.” She sighed dramatically. “It’s not fair. Why can he run away to sea, but I can’t?”

I nodded, pretending to agree. I’d quickly learned that this was the only acceptable response to her more fanciful notions.

As we rounded the corner, Hannah glanced over her shoulder for a final glimpse at the prisoners, then resumed her prattle. “Your mother came from Scotland, didn’t she? You should call on those poor fellows.”

I was too shocked to perform the expected nod. “You want me to visit the prison?”

“Well, I can’t go alone, can I? I’m interested in meeting the Scottish officers. They must have plenty of stories to tell, don’t you think?”

“No, Miss Hannah,” I lied. “Scotsmen are terribly boring, according to my mother. Claimed she’d rather chat with a horse’s rear end.”

“Harrumph. Missus Inman is sure to visit them. She does whatever she wants.”

I swerved to avoid a pile of pig poop on the cobblestones. “Missus Inman is a respectable married lady. You could pattern yourself after her behavior in another thirty years or so.”

“You are correct, Elsbeth. Impertinent, but correct.” She suddenly stopped. “Drat!”

“What’s wrong?”

“I forgot to buy combs at Wheeler’s. But it’s too far to walk all the way back there and then return to the house.” She paused, looking at me with sly expectation.

“Once I’ve seen you home, I can take care of it,” I said dutifully.

“That’s too much to ask,” she said. “I’ll go on alone. You can go back and buy the combs. Much more efficient, don’t you think?”

“But… I’m supposed to accompany you, Miss Hannah.”

“Indeed, isn’t that delightful?”

“Truly is, Miss Hannah. But that means I am to be by your side. Missus Pike said that being accompanied by your maid is an important signal that you’re a grown lady.”

“I’m not completely grown, not yet. And it’s only a few blocks to Summer Street,” she said crisply. “I am quite capable of walking there on my own.”

“Is it possible, Miss Hannah, that the abundant sunshine might encourage you to take a detour, so you can further enjoy the day?”

“Elsbeth Culpepper, you can read my mind! Yes, I shall take a slow route home. A very slow route, for my soul requires some peaceful solitude. And since you can’t arrive home without me, you need to take a very slow route as well. But not the same one I’m taking.” She raised an eyebrow and peered at me intensely to make sure that I took her meaning.

Hannah Sparhawk was the exact opposite of Widow Nash, in the way that summer was to winter or sunshine to rain. “I understand perfectly, Miss Hannah.”



So thrilled was I about the prospect of an hour on my own, I just about skipped to Wheeler’s shop, quickly bought the combs, and listened only briefly to the lasses gossiping about Hepsy Clarke’s suitor before I left. Curiously, the urge to skip evaporated as soon as I stepped out of the store.

What should I do now?

Back in March, or April, or May, my first thought would have been to look for Pappa again. But now July was a few weeks away and, in truth, searching for him seemed hopeless. The demoralizing thought crushed me with guilt. I tried to walk away from it, hurrying up the hill to the west side, past the deserted shipyard to Barton’s Point, where I finally stopped to catch my breath. ’Twas a pretty spot, with a fine view of the river. When Pappa returns…

I don’t like to think about the moments that followed. I stretched out on the grass and sobbed like a baby. All the anguish, the fear, and the sorrow caught up with me and thrashed my heart something wicked. I hollered and cursed and said the angriest things that had ever come out of my mouth. A long while later, when I’d finally run out of tears and words, I sat up. The wind had shifted, bringing with it the sounds of children playing somewhere down the hill. All that crying improved nothing. I just felt tired and lonely.



I walked back a different way than I’d come, past the isolated pesthouse, which was filled with smallpox patients who couldn’t be cared for at home. After a stretch of fields and empty houses came a row of grandly built homes with plenty of space between them. A few had been reoccupied, with clean clothes flapping on the laundry lines and horses nibbling in a pasture or being hitched to a carriage. The maid scrubbing mud off the granite front steps of the last house on the street waved to me as I passed by.

All of these things showed that the town was finally waking from its long sleep.

When I turned the corner, I came upon a group of mud-covered men and lads digging a massive trench in order to replace the wooden pipes under the road. The long trench was wide enough to fit a farm cart and so deep that the men inside of it could be seen only from the waist up. Two of the fellows hacked at the thick clay with pickaxes. Two more were shoveling it out of the trench and onto the road, where lads loaded it into wheelbarrows that they pushed down the lane toward the Mill Pond.

I slowed my pace, looking for a way to go around the site without getting sticky mud on my shoes. Then I saw him, barely recognizable, for he was caked in half-dried clay from head to toe. But there was no mistaking the firm set of his shoulders or the determined manner in which he pushed the overloaded wheelbarrow. My weary heart gave a mighty thump. The Fates must have heard me crying and so delivered my one true friend, comically filthy. I wanted to start hollering for him right then and there, but I didn’t want to make any trouble for him. Charged with excitement, I followed him down the lane until we were out of sight and earshot of the other laborers. Finally!

“Shube?” I yelled. “Shubel Kent, is that really you?”

He stopped instantly, but didn’t turn around or even set down the wheelbarrow.

I ran so fast that the mud flew off my shoes, then cheerfully punched him in the shoulder. “Gadzooks, Turnip! I hardly recognized you. Did you just get back?”

Shube set down the barrow and reluctantly raised his head. It was definitely him, but at the same time, it wasn’t. Only a little over a month had passed since I last saw him, but he seemed years older. I shook off the thought. No one looks their best when covered in mud, and the wheelbarrow looked like it weighed more than he did. But that didn’t account for the strange emptiness of his eyes, the lack of their usual spark.

“I can’t talk,” he said in a raspy voice. “You need to go.” He lifted the handles and started pushing forward again.

“I’ll walk with you.” As we walked, I stayed quiet, to give him the chance to explain. But he stayed silent, so I tried again. “Is the army repairing the roads now?”

He frowned, but quietly answered after a moment. “This is a town project. I’m lucky to have the work on account of the army didn’t need me anymore. Now go away, and leave me alone.”

I stared in bewilderment, stung by his harsh dismissal of me. This was not the boy I knew.

Another mud-covered lad passed us going in the direction of the trench, his wheelbarrow empty. We were getting close to the Mill Pond; I could hear the laughter and chatting of the washerwomen who were working there. We had only a moment alone.

“Wait!” I hopped in front of the wheelbarrow, forcing Shube to stop. “Why are you acting like this? What happened to you?”

He scowled at me, furious for reasons I didn’t understand. “Listen close. When we finished the fortifications, I tried to enlist. They’ll sign up some under sixteen, especially if they’re capable, but only if their father or brother or uncle vouches for them. I don’t have kin. So I’m on my own again.”

“Why didn’t you move back in with Mister Doubt?”

He spat in the dirt. “The high-and-mighty Master Doubtful doesn’t want a ditch digger under his roof. I share a room with some lads. You don’t have to worry about me anymore. I’ll be fine. You should go.”

I should have taken some deep breaths or counted to one hundred, but his words stung. “You don’t look fine to me. I’m just trying to help, and here you are acting like a sour goat.”

“I don’t want your help,” he barked. “Here you are, dressed all fancy and putting your nose where it doesn’t belong!”

The scorn in his voice stunned me. “These are cast-offs from Miss Sparhawk. I’m her maid now, part of the time. She’s clever, Turnip, annoying, but smart as a whip. I’ll talk to her, and we’ll find a better situation for you.”

“You there! Lazybones!” A muddy, broad-chested man was striding toward us, waving a fist in the air.

“Come with me,” I said urgently. “You can stay in the barn. I’m sure Mister Pike would recommend you for something better than this.”

“Go away, Elsbeth.” The dried mud on his face made him look unfamiliar, a cracked mask that he was hiding behind. He lifted the handles of the wheelbarrow. “You must go your own way now.”
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19. GHOSTS RISING

THURSDAY, JUNE 20–WEDNESDAY, JUNE 26, 1776


… THE PRACTICE OF INOCULATION ALWAYS DIVIDED THE PEOPLE INTO PARTIES, SOME CONTENDING WARMLY FOR IT, AND THE OTHERS AGAINST IT.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN’S INTRODUCTION TO THE 1759 INOCULATION PAMPHLET BY DR. WILLIAM HEBERDEN



The ridiculous, fool-headed argument with Shube frustrated me, but I was much more worried than angry. Even after a beating or being deprived of meals by his old master, Shube had always had a liveliness about him, always with a focus on the days ahead, which he was convinced would be better. For him to be so gripped by discouragement and despondency, Shubel had to be weighted down with the worst sort of melancholy imaginable.

Every time I took the boys out after that, we’d head to the farther reaches of town, up one street and down another, but I found no sign of the labor crew, no sign of Shube. Eventually, the boys’ whining and griping forced me to take them home.

The hot and muggy weather turned everyone sour and vexatious. The children snapped at each other like irritable turtles until Widow Nash threatened to beat them with a broom. Gilbert pestered Benjamin beyond all endurance, and when Ben roared at him to stop, Gil dissolved into a sobbing wreck on the floor of the kitchen.

That’s why I took the lad with me on my errands.

We made slow progress, for Gilbert had to examine every leaf and peer inside every window, as well as ask a hundred questions in the time it took to walk three blocks. Thankfully, the cat that lived in the sundries shop captured his attention, giving me time to bargain with Missus Curtis about the absurd price she was charging for pins. I still had to pay too much, but the small discount she gave me felt like a grand victory.

Next stop was the bakery, to buy Gilbert a ginger biscuit. The baker’s apprentice, a long-faced lad with flour in his hair, handed me two for the price of one and said, with heartfelt emotion, that he hoped I’d return very soon. I took only the biscuit that I paid for and left without bidding him good day. The impertinence of some lads was annoying.

I decided that we’d stop at the post office next, then go to the apothecary to fetch a chalk decoction for Mister Pike’s heartburn and rose water for Hannah. Gilbert started whining, so I let him ride on my back as we made our way to the center of town.

I no longer expected to find Pappa as we walked along the streets, but I still studied every face. And though furious at Shubel, I kept my eye out for places that looked like they could use him. Didn’t find any, but at least I looked.

The post office had finally reopened but was still in a state of frightful confusion. Most of the long-awaited letters were unsorted in crates and sacks, to the frustration of many. The room was so crammed with impatient customers that day that I let Gilbert wait outside for me. Two sweat-soaked soldiers stood at the counter, arguing with Cyrus, the exasperated clerk. A pipe-smoking butcher in his bloody apron was next in line, then the masons who were fixing up Mister Knox’s bookstore. I took my place behind them just before the door swung open and a pair of serving maids entered, complaining loudly about the heat.

As the soldiers left empty-handed and grumbling, the butcher stepped up to the counter and gave his name. The line shuffled forward. Two elderly ladies came in and tutted to each other about the size of the crowd. One of the masons gave a tremendous fart, which made the maids giggle and me chuckle.

“Beg pardon,” he said as his friends groaned.

I leaned out the window for a breath of fresh air and to check on Gilbert. He was where I had left him, thank goodness, still gnawing on the biscuit and watching the flow of horses pulling wagons and carriages through the intersection of Queen Street and Cornhill.

Someone tapped my shoulder. “Your turn,” said a maid. “Go on.”

I stepped up to the counter. “I’m here for the Pike family.”

Cyrus grunted and flipped through the letters piled on the table next to him. I listened idly to the maids gossiping, until Cyrus handed me two letters. The first was for Hannah, in the now-familiar handwriting of her grandmother’s nurse. The second was for Mister Pike, from some fellow in Salem.

“Good day to you, miss,” said Cyrus, before turning his attention to the maids.

I did not budge.

The months of uncertainty combined with the heat of the day melted my last bit of patience. A letter from Pappa could be somewhere in that unruly mess, or one that would tell me what had become of him; I was certain of it. A few letters from folks who had evacuated to Nova Scotia had been recently smuggled into town. Tabitha learned that from Molly Sanford, who was being courted by a printer’s apprentice and thus learned the news before anyone else. If illegal letters could make it to Boston, then certainly, a letter from my father could too. It had been nearly four months since I last saw him. A letter could journey around the whole world in four months.

“One moment, sir,” I said, ignoring the hisses of disapproval behind me. “Could you please look through just one of those sacks, a small one, for anything sent to the name of Culpepper? I’m waiting for a very important letter.”

“All letters are important, lass,” said one of the older ladies.

“I cannot help you, miss,” said Cyrus wearily. “I can barely cope with the mail coming in and going out every day. As soon as the postmaster hires more help, we’ll be able to deal with everything.”

I wanted to shake his shoulders, shout so loud that it would curl his hair, but that wouldn’t help my cause. Instead, I affected an attitude fashioned after Hannah Sparhawk’s, my tone sharp as glass, but entirely polite. “Good sir”—I dipped my chin a fraction of an inch, but did not curtsy—“I offer my profound sympathies for your difficult position. I also offer my assistance. I’m rather clever at putting things in order and would make quick work of all those sacks and boxes. Shall I ask my mistress if I can come help after dinner?”

Cyrus pulled a grubby handkerchief from his pocket, rubbed it hard on his face, then looked beyond me and shouted, “Next!”

The two maids crowded me out of the way. “Mail for the Cathcarts, please,” said one, while the other stuck her tongue out at me.



I was so annoyed that I started off down the street without thinking of Gilbert. Not for long, of course. I came to my senses on the far side of the old brick meeting house and stalked back to fetch young Master Pike.

But he was no longer under the window. Seagulls were pecking at the crumbs he’d left behind.

“Gilbert?” I called. It wasn’t like him to wander off. He was a bit of a thistle, with the habit of attaching himself to anyone willing to pay attention to him. Had he gotten bored and decided to walk home?

“GILBERT!” I walked along Queen Street to the courthouse and jail, which fascinated him. But he was not there, either. Mayhaps he was looking for a privy. All the little Pikes waited until the very last moment before racing to do their business. They often waited too long, with predictable results.

“This is not the time to play!” I yelled. Several people stared at me as if I’d lost my wits. I cared not. I was picturing the worst; he might have fallen off the end of the Long Wharf, or been trampled by horses, or…

I stopped next to the town pump and shouted. “GILBERT PIKE, WHERE ARE YOU?”

“Over here!” A man’s raspy voice came from the shadows of the State House, the tall brick building in the middle of King Street. I hurried over, my heart bouncing between fear and anger.

Gilbert was on his knees, playing with a spotted puppy. He looked up at me and grinned.

“Isn’t he wonderful, Elsbeth? He can sit!”

I was so overjoyed to see him safe that I couldn’t bring myself to scold him. “He is indeed a fine hound.” I ruffled the lad’s hair. “Seems fond of you.”

The puppy lay down on the cobblestones while Gilbert rubbed his fat belly. “We must take him home,” he announced.

“He already has a home,” I said. “But I’m sure you’ll see him again. Come now, we must hurry. Where is the pup’s keeper?” I squinted into the shadows. “Who owns this dog?”

“I do,” said the fellow who stepped into the bright light from the shadows. He was older than me, by ten years or so, and looked like his living had been hard. He wore ragged clothes, his boots barely held together by twine. His face, pale and thin, was heavily pitted with fresh scars, evidence that he’d recently survived the worst kind of smallpox. Momma would have called him a “tatterdemalion,” a broken fellow in great need of care.

“Thank you for allowing Gilbert to play with your puppy,” I said.

“Do you not recognize me, miss?” the man asked, taking a step closer.

“I fear you are mistaken, sir,” I said. “I do not know you. Come, Gilbert.”

“I must look much changed,” he tried again.

I paused, for his voice was familiar. I turned back to look at him.

An unexpected smile brightened the fellow’s face. “You took care of me at Missus Stone’s house. Fetched a doctor, you did. I’m Billy Rawdon, miss.”

It took a moment before his words made sense. When they finally did, the dank smells and sensations of that terrible night flooded back, making me gasp.

“Oh!” (Not my most intelligent remark, but I’d been sure he had died.) “I do remember you.”

Gilbert tugged on my skirt. “Elsbeth.”

“This your brother?” Rawdon asked. “Good day, young sir.”

I hesitated. Had the pox affected the man’s eyes? One look at us—Gilbert with silver buckles on his shoes, wearing clothes fashioned for a tiny gentleman, and me in ordinary maid’s garb—and anyone would know that we were not kin.

“Gracious, no. He’s a son of Mister Pike, my master.”

“Aren’t you fortunate to have such a grand position. I hope Mister Pike knows what a good lass you are. Nay, a great lass. You saved my life.”

Gilbert tugged harder. “I need the privy, Elsbeth!”

A thought exploded like a thunderclap: He could know what happened to Pappa!

“Mister Rawdon, do you know my father, Tobias Culpepper?”

“Big fellow who lived on the other side of the stairs?”

“Yes!” I yelped. “That’s why I was there, looking for him, the night that… we first met. He’s still missing; might you know something about his plans? Did he mention me? When was the last time you saw him?”

Mister Rawdon’s eyes were wide with surprise. “Well now, I must think upon that.”

Gilbert pinched his knees together, panic on his face. “Elsbeeeeth,” he whined.

I was torn for a moment—Gilbert needed my attention, I needed answers more.

“Your father never talked much,” Mister Rawdon finally said. “There was a hubbub in the parlor, shouting, a few days before we met. But I had a violent fever that clouded my mind—”

Gilbert clutched at the front of his breeches, crying, “I’m sorry!” as he peed himself. “Don’t scold me!” he sobbed in embarrassment.

It took a moment to peel my thoughts away from Pappa and back to my responsibilities.

“Oh, Gilbert.” I knelt and patted his back. “You’re not in trouble. I, Queen Elsbeth of the Washing Tub, hereby swear not to scold or to tattle to your mother. Accidents occur sometimes and—”

He threw his arms around me and squeezed tight, his wet breeches soaking my bodice. As I hugged him back, I looked up at Billy Rawdon. “Please continue. You heard a hullabaloo?”

Just then, a constable walked by, watching us close. Seeing the officer, Billy Rawdon knelt too, scooped the puppy into his arms, and spoke quickly. “I could tell you a few things, but not here, not now.”

The constable paused a few paces away, talking with an apple seller but keeping his gaze on us. Mister Rawdon glanced at the man and leaned uncomfortably close to me. “Tell me where you live,” he insisted.

The sudden change in his demeanor and the suspicion on the constable’s face made my guts tighten and an alarm bell ring in my head. I quickly stood, picked up Gilbert, and settled him on my hip, though he was too old to be carried in that way.

“ ’Tis an improper question, sir.”

“Apologies,” he said, getting to his feet. “No disrespect intended.” He glanced over his shoulder at the constable. “Mebbe we could meet somewhere. With other folks, so you feel safe.”

“Take me home, Elsbeth!” roared Gilbert.

I rocked side to side, rubbing his back and ignoring the people who stared at us. “Why can’t you tell me now?”

“I must go,” Rawdon said. “I’m at the Sign of the Wolf most days, near sunset.”

Gilbert squirmed in my arms, kicking at me in frustration. “My breeches are wet! I want to go home!”

“I have something that belonged to him; I’ll give it to you.” Rawdon turned his back to the constable. “I’ll keep it with me every day ’til you come for it. I swear.”

What could he possibly have?

“I can’t go to a tavern. I don’t even know where it is.”

He pointed north. “Go up Union, turn into the alley at the Sign of the Cornfield. It’s in the back, close to the creek.”

I shifted Gilbert to the other hip, unsettled by the notion of going to a tavern to speak to a strange man, even one who was letting a puppy lick his chin.

Gilbert tried to punch my shoulder. I grabbed his fist. “Enough of that, we’re leaving.”

“Good day, miss.” Rawdon gave a polite nod and turned to go.

“I’ll meet you,” I called after him. “I don’t know what day, but soon. I’ll find you at the Wolf.”




[image: ]

20. INOCULATION

THURSDAY, JUNE 27–THURSDAY, JULY 4, 1776


THE SMALL-POX HAS EVER BEEN A MOST FORMIDABLE FOE TO NEW ENGLAND AND ITS ARMIES…. HEAVEN… HAS GIVEN US IN INOCULATION AN ASTONISHING MEANS OF ROBBING THIS DISEASE OF ITS TERROR AND FATALITY.

—THE CONTINENTAL JOURNAL AND WEEKLY ADVERTISER, BOSTON



My thoughts ran higgledy-piggledy about Billy Rawdon and his claims. What could he possibly have that belonged to Pappa? How did he come by it? Should I meet him? The constable’s scrutiny of Rawdon sent a warning, like a lighthouse alerting ships on a foggy night: Take care!

No, I shouldn’t meet with Rawdon, even in the presence of others.

But what if he held the key? What if he knew where Pappa went or what his plans were? Being overly cautious might mean throwing away my only chance to find Pappa. So I needed to meet with Rawdon.

I pondered discussing the matter with Hannah, given that we’d agreed to trust each other. But simply saying that I could trust her did not make it so. Words were as fragile as paper, not deeds carved into stone. Hannah’s fickle nature and her unpredictable behavior meant that I didn’t dare share my secrets with her.

My questions chased after answers, but they never caught one, leaving me baffled and befogged. Looking back, ’tis tempting to ponder what would have happened if the rest of that summer had unfolded in an ordinary way. But smallpox raised its monstrous head, and the events of our lives were forced onto an unexpected shadowy path.



Through the past winter and spring, smallpox had been present in the town, but ’twas easily controlled; first, because the town’s population had been greatly reduced by the siege, and second, because the poor souls who did fall ill were isolated. But as more folks returned to town, the smallpox outbreak exploded into an epidemic. The number of infected people rose faster and faster until the selectmen finally admitted defeat. They gave the doctors permission to inoculate folks against smallpox, but only for a few weeks.

(I pray your indulgence, dear reader; allow me to share a few things about the dreaded disease. Smallpox was a killer that spread easily from one person to the next. You could catch the disease just by standing near a person, or by touching their clothes or blankets. Once sick, you went through several sorts of pain and discomfort—fever, puking, terrible aches all over—before the smallpox started bubbling up on your skin. Then the horrors began in earnest. Many died, like my mother and siblings. Others were blinded by the pox or left with a painful twisting of their limbs, hands, or feet. Lucky survivors, like me, were only left with scars.

If you survived smallpox, you could never catch it again. That’s the only good thing about the most vile, horrible disease ever.)



We went to church for a special prayer service after the inoculations were announced. When it was over, I waited at the door for the Pikes, took Howler from his mother’s arms, and followed close behind them. While the boys raced ahead, Tabitha and Hannah lagged behind, chatting with some friends. (Widow Nash hadn’t gone with us, claiming that the roast beef needed tending. In truth, her back was plaguing her so fierce, she could barely walk.)

As our parade of Pikes crossed School Street, Doctor Crookshank hailed Mister Pike and hurried over.

“Good day, Doctor,” Mister Pike said, bowing. “Care to join us for lunch?”

The doctor, a thin man with pewter-colored hair and white eyebrows the size of squirrel tails, politely tipped his hat. “Good day, madam. Hello, Winslow. Sadly, I cannot. There are too many inoculations to take care of. That lad you recommended is proving most helpful. I plan on arriving near nine o’clock, Thursday morning. Has your husband shared the required preparations with you, Missus Pike?”

Drawing herself up with the hint of a frown, Missus Pike asked, “Preparations for what, Doctor?”

“For your inoculations, of course. I know this will be a challenge with Winslow gone. But I shall be available day and night once the symptoms begin.” He bowed to her. “I am at your service, madam. Good luck in Watertown, Winslow. I likely won’t see you again until summer’s end. But rest assured, I shall care for your family as if they were my own.”

The doctor hurried on his way, and Mister Pike started to cross the street. Missus Pike grabbed his elbow to stop him.

“What was he talking about?” she asked, flustered. “You know I won’t allow us to be inoculated; he must have confused us with another family. But what was he saying about Watertown? I thought you turned down that appointment, Winslow.”

Mister Pike roughly shook off her hand. “We shall discuss the matter at home,” he growled.

Folks like the Pikes might have called it a “discussion.” It sure sounded like an argument to me. Unfortunately, I couldn’t eavesdrop the way I had when Missus Pike confronted her husband about their debts. This time they argued in the barn. And they kept their voices down, likely because all the neighbors’ windows were open on account of the heat. So I learned the truth of Mister Pike’s plans along with the rest of his family at dinnertime, once I’d finished serving the roast.

Mister Pike cleared his throat and delivered the news with forced good cheer. “Children, Doctor Crookshank will be inoculating all of you on Thursday morning.”

“Against my wishes,” added his wife.

“I don’t need inoculation,” Hannah said proudly. “I had the pox when I was a baby.”

“What a blessing.” Mister Pike chewed a bite of meat. “You can be a source of comfort to my family during the more… unpleasant stages of the disease.”

I thought it unlikely that Hannah had ever been called a “source of comfort,” but it clearly pleased her.

“Thank you, sir,” she said, beaming. “I shall do my utmost to live up to your expectations. But I’m sure that you’ll provide them with good cheer as well as wisdom. Weren’t you inoculated when you were younger?”

Mister Pike speared a piece of carrot with his fork. “Indeed, I was, which is why I have such faith in the procedure.”

“Balderdash and hogwash,” Missus Pike grumbled. “Not only are you forcing us to go through this, but you are abandoning us in our hour of need.”

“The process of inoculation takes a lot longer than an hour.” Alexander dipped his bread in the gravy. “We’ll be sick for weeks, but it’s worth it. But why won’t Father be here?”

It was Mister Pike’s turn to glow with pride. “The Massachusetts Assembly has invited me to join them in discussions about the war and independence. ’Tis a prodigious honor, the greatest of my life.”

“Watertown isn’t that far away,” said Tabitha. “You could certainly come home each Sunday. Hire a coach or a carriage.”

“Alas,” said her father, “that won’t be permitted. In a few days, all entries to Boston will be closed until the inoculation patients have recovered and the epidemic is declared over. That’s done to prevent the disease from spreading.” He drank a sip of wine. “I deeply regret that I won’t be here to help you during your recovery. But I have every faith in Doctor Crookshank’s skill, and in your dear mother’s boundless tender care. I leave first thing in the morning.”

I suddenly saw through his artful deception. Mister Pike was using the excuse of working with the assembly to avoid the difficult weeks ahead. I wished that I hadn’t given him so much gravy; the cowardly ruffian did not deserve it. Missus Pike seemed to feel the same as I did. The look that she aimed at him was as tender as a flaming cannonball blasted at a retreating ship.

(I’d come to understand that the Pikes’ marriage was its own sort of battlefield, but a maid should never think of such things, much less speak of them.)



When Widow Nash told Lucy that the family would soon be inoculated, the lass quit on the spot. “Bad enough cleaning up after those untamed brats,” she said, untying her apron, “but I won’t be their nursemaid through the pox. Good riddance!”

She would have no trouble finding work. Thousands of people desperate to be inoculated were flocking into town from the countryside, anxious to get into Boston before it was closed off. Their wagons filled the streets, piled high with mattresses, blankets, and food enough for a month. Others came on foot, pushing their belongings in a cart. Some moved in with friends or kin; others took over empty houses. The folks I saw were surprisingly chipper. Choosing a mild case of the pox over gambling with fate and risking a serious bout seemed to bring out the best in everyone.

To be sure, some folks left, afraid of the smallpox but unwilling to be inoculated. Or, like Mister Pike, they wanted to avoid weeks of dealing with sick family members.

Overnight, Boston bustled with activity and good cheer. I could have easily found a new position, if I’d wanted to. But I’d gotten used to the Pikes and Hannah, even if Widow Nash was an anchor around my neck. Staying where Pappa could find me was still the wisest choice. Not having a second maid meant I had to resume the drudgery of mop, bucket, and scrub brush, but that wouldn’t last forever.

By the time Inoculation Day dawned, I’d scrubbed all the floors with vinegar, and smelled like a pickle. The young Pikes whined ceaselessly about how hungry they were. The doctor had forbidden them from eating anything after lunch the day before; no dinner, no breakfast, and nothing stolen from the larder in the middle of the night. Inoculations worked best when a patient’s belly was empty, he claimed.

I’d just finished the floor in the front hall (which did not need scrubbing again, but Widow Nash insisted) when the front door swung open, and Hannah waltzed in. She’d enjoyed an enormous breakfast before going for a long stroll.

“Look who I found,” she said cheerfully. “Doctor Crookshank and his new assistant.”

The doctor entered and glared at me. “Are they ready?” he bluntly asked.

I wiped my vinegar-soaked hands on my apron. “Yes, sir, all with empty bellies.”

He leaned out the door. “Hurry up, Doubt.”

Before I realized who he was talking to, Nyott Doubt stumbled through the door, carrying an old wooden box with well-worn leather handles. As he regained his balance, his hat toppled off his head.

“Good day, sir,” I said, trying to hide my surprise.

Hannah grinned. “Mister Doubt is coming up in the world, isn’t he?”

Nyott blushed. “I’m fortunate to have the opportunity.”

“This is not a social call, young man,” snapped Doctor Crookshank.

Hannah raised her eyebrows at me before smoothly saying, “Follow me, Doctor. Coffee, please, Elsbeth.”



In the kitchen, Widow Nash was already pouring coffee into a tall silver pot. While I set cups, saucers, plates, and spoons on the tray, she arranged a platter of small golden cakes, flavored with rose water and nutmeg.

“The cakes are for the adults,” she said sternly as she handed me the platter. “When the doctor’s done, there’s rice pudding in the dining room for the children.”

I was surprised as I carried the tray from the kitchen: instead of yelps of pain, I heard only the unmistakable voice of Missus Pike, pleading with the doctor. When I peered into the great parlor, Hannah put her finger to her lips, then motioned for me to enter.

Tabitha was sitting in a chair close to the spinet, her left sleeve rolled up above her elbow. The doctor’s tools were laid out on the table beside her: a small knife, a glass jar sealed with a cork, a skein of black thread, and a pair of scissors. Behind the table stood Nyott, looking uneasy, while the smaller Pikes waited in a row against the wall, intently watching the polite but heated argument between their mother and Doctor Crookshank. Somehow Howler was sleeping through it all, curled up on the sofa, with his thumb in his mouth and with Slug, the cat, nestled beside him.

Missus Pike paced the length of the carpet. “Can you promise me, Doctor, that no harm will come to my children? Will you swear to it?”

“I am a physician, madam, not a prophet,” Doctor Crookshank grumbled.

“Please, Mother,” Tabitha chimed in. “We’ve been over this countless times.”

“I’ve brought information to comfort you,” Alexander said. He pulled a sheet of paper from the book in his hands and read from it. “ ‘Smallpox kills as many as one out of three who catch it in the common way; that’s near thirty percent. In the 1752 epidemic, physicians kept count of how many of their inoculated patients died; ’twas less than two percent.’ Quite a difference, wouldn’t you say?”

I used the notion of a pie to better understand his percentages. One third of a pie was easy enough, but two percent was more difficult. In my mind, I pictured half a pie, fifty percent. Half of that was twenty-five, half again would be betwixt twelve and thirteen, and half—

Alexander triumphantly handed the paper to his mother. “But the results from the 1764 epidemic were even better: only one percent of inoculated folks died. One percent!”

One percent. If we’d been inoculated in Philadelphia, if we’d had a doctor, money, and supplies enough to see us through the hard weeks…

Sadness engulfed me. They didn’t have to die. All that heartache, the crushing pain of burying them… it didn’t have to happen….

“But people still died,” Missus Pike argued. “One percent means it’s still risky.”

“You’re wrong,” I spoke without thinking.

Everyone stared at me as if I’d grown a second head.

“I beg your pardon?” Missus Pike glowered at me.

“Apologies, ma’am.” I lowered my eyes and spoke quickly. “It’s just that my family caught smallpox in the common way: me, my mother, baby sister, and two brothers. I was the only survivor.” I looked up and met her angry gaze. Awash with bitterness, I threw caution to the wind and told the whole, entire truth. “I’d give anything, Missus Pike. I’d give my heart, my very soul, if it were possible to walk backward in time and somehow inoculate my family, even if that ‘one percent’ Alexander mentioned meant that there was a very small chance that one of us might die. I beg you, please, ma’am, do not throw away this gift.”

The room went silent. I should have curtsied and gone to the kitchen. But I did not move.

Finally, Hannah spoke up. “Elsbeth is right. But your concern is not wrong, ma’am, for it shows your strong and true feelings. A mother’s love is also a gift, one to be cherished.”

She had stepped close to Missus Pike, so she didn’t see Nyott, mouth slightly agape, eyes wide, gazing at her with open adoration.

“But what about faith?” Missus Pike paced back and forth, wringing her hands. “Smallpox is God’s will, so we ought not tamper with it.”

“And yet, you take powders for the megrim headaches,” Tabitha pointed out. “And Father drinks decoctions for his sour stomach. By your reasoning, we ought not take any medications, for all illnesses are God’s will.”

Missus Pike looked at her children, one by one, tears brimming in her eyes. “It’s just that I’m so afraid for you all.”

“A natural fear,” said Doctor Crookshank, sneaking a glance at the clock. “Perhaps one day, we shall learn how to inoculate against that, too.”

Gilbert ran across the room and hugged her skirts. “I’ll help you, Mama.”

“So will I,” chimed in Benjamin.

“We all will,” said Tabitha.

Missus took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You may proceed, Doctor.”

Doctor Crookshank went straight to work before she could change her mind.

With his lancet, a thin steel knife, the doctor made a short cut in Tabitha’s arm halfway between her shoulder and elbow. She made a face, but didn’t cry out. Nyott stuck a bit of thread in the bottle. When he pulled it out, it was covered in slimy pus.

“Oh, dear.” Alexander sat down heavily, the color draining from his face.

I stepped closer for a better look. “What is that?”

“That’s enough from you, Elsbeth,” scolded Missus Pike. “Remember your place.”

Before I said something angry and stupid, Tabitha stepped in. “ ’Tis a good question,” she said. “Please tell us about it, Doctor.”

“This came from a smallpox pustule of an infected sailor.” Doctor Crookshank took the coated string from Nyott and laid it directly atop the bleeding cut on Tabitha’s arm. “I harvested it myself, to make sure it was fresh. The bandage will hold the string in place for a few days, to ensure a proper infection. It’s as simple as that. Now, if the next patient will sit in that other chair, I’ll inoculate him while Mister Doubt wraps Miss Tabitha’s arm.”

I covered my mouth to keep my thoughts inside. That was it? So fast, so simple?

The children all took their turns, from the oldest to the youngest. Benjamin yelped. Gilbert’s face went bright red and tears trickled down his cheeks. Then it was time for Howler. Missus Pike held him in her lap and let him play with her rings as a distraction. Everyone cringed as the doctor made the small cut, waiting for the earth-shaking roar. Howler flinched, then looked up at his mother in confusion. Doctor Crookshank laid the pus-covered string in the wound and bandaged it quick as lightning. Howler’s mouth dropped open, but still, he made no sound. Was it possible that he hadn’t felt it?

Missus Pike herself winced as the doctor inoculated her, but she managed a weak smile. “That wasn’t so bad,” she admitted as she rolled down her sleeve.

She’d scarcely finished the sentence when Howler took in an enormous gulp of air, then expelled it from his lungs so loudly that Slug bolted for the stairs. (I swear to you that the porcelain shepherdesses on the mantel shook and nearly toppled to the floor.) The Pikes all sighed with relief; if Howler was hollering, then all was right in the world.

Before rushing out, Doctor Crookshank instructed Nyott to restock the supplies and meet him at the Athol home. But Nyott moved slower, answering questions from the boys while sneaking glances at Hannah, who was pretending to read on the sofa. Once he left, Missus Pike herded the children into the dining room. Instead of following them, Hannah beckoned for me to follow her into the privacy of the book-lined small parlor.

She closed the door quietly, then handed me a small note, folded neatly and sealed with wax. “Go after Mister Doubt and give this to him,” she whispered. “Take this glove, too; it provides the excuse for your absence. I’ll tell Missus Pike that I sent you to fetch it from Betsy’s house. Hurry!”
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21. BARTERING FOR AFFECTION

THURSDAY, JULY 4, 1776


BELOVED BY YOU, I CAN BE HAPPY IN ANY SITUATION, AND CAN STRUGGLE WITH EVERY EMBARRASSMENT OF FORTUNE WITH PATIENCE AND FIRMNESS…. MY HEART OVERFLOWS WITH EVERYTHING FOR YOU, THAT ADMIRATION, ESTEEM, AND LOVE CAN INSPIRE. I WOULD THIS MOMENT GIVE THE WORLD TO BE NEAR YOU ONLY TO KISS YOUR SWEET HAND.

—ALEXANDER HAMILTON TO HIS FIANCÉE, ELIZABETH SCHUYLER



By the time I spotted Nyott ahead on Purchase Street, I’d realized the opportunity that Fate had placed in my hands. Aiming to make the best of it, I broke into a run.

“Is it Missus Pike?” he asked with concern as I caught up to him. I bent over, needing to catch my breath before I could answer. “Or Miss Sparhawk?” he continued. “Did she have a fainting spell? Should I return to help?”

I shook my head. “I have a message for you… from Miss Hannah.”

“Indeed?” His voice cracked like an oyster shell under a heavy boot. “How kind. Did she write it down, or ask you to speak it aloud?”

I thought back to the first time I saw him, caring for sick redcoats, covered in blood and puke. Though born a gentleman, the early deaths of his parents had forced Nyott to work like an ordinary lad. He had a foot in both worlds, though he preferred being treated like a prince. I preferred to treat him the way he deserved.

“She wrote it down.” I straightened up and spoke plain. “But I won’t give it to you unless we make an agreement.”

“Wh-what?” Shocked, he took a step back, blinking like he’d never seen me before.

In truth, he had not seen me like this before. He’d never seen me mad.

“Shubel Kent helped you care for Mister Pike. That opened doors for you, got you apprenticed to Doctor Crookshank. Thanks to Shube, you’ve come up in the world. He needs your help now. You owe him.”

He frowned, waving his hand as if dismissing the notion. “Shube’s in New York, with the army. I haven’t seen him in months.”

“You are wrong, sir.” I paused, uncertain if I should be honest, if I could trust him. But I had to try. “He tried to enlist, but they wouldn’t take him. He’s in a very bad way, sir. He needs a home and proper work, something respectable.”

Nyott turned to examine the ruins of the house across the street. Seagulls circled above us, looping to the tidal flats and back, squawking like fishmongers selling the day’s catch. I waited impatiently, half expecting him to talk about the birds, ignoring my plea by ending the conversation.

“He’s an orphan abandoned by his master, the shoemaker,” he finally said. “He once told me of an uncle, but he didn’t know where the man lived. The Poorhouse was made for people in such a dire situation. Doctor Crookshank’s brother-in-law is the selectman who oversees the Poorhouse. I’ve met him a few times. I’ll ask him to send the boy to a good family in the countryside. Farming will suit him; he’s a strong fellow and he learns quick.”

“He’d hate that!” I snapped, enraged by his arrogance. “He doesn’t want to be a farmer.” I stepped in front of him, so he’d have to look at me. “Shubel wants to choose his own sort of life, just like you have.” Calm down, I warned myself. Be friendlier. “The two of you have quite a lot in common when you think about it.”

“We have nothing in common. I—” Nyott bit off the last words and crossed his arms over his chest. “Shubel Kent is not my concern. He is underage and masterless. Thus, he has no choice. The selectmen will decide his future.”

Wretched, conceited porcupine! I had to fight against the temptation to kick him in the shins before I could speak again.

“In that case, the selectmen should decide your future too. You’re certainly not twenty-one years old. I wager you’re barely eighteen.”

Nyott spun another quarter turn, so that I was again staring at the back of him.

“Your parents are long dead,” I said louder, fury rising within me. “Boston reopened near four months ago, and still your sister and her husband have not returned. I’d say they ought to bind you out to strangers too. You also appear well-suited to farmwork.”

(That got his attention.)

“ ’Tis none of your business, Elsbeth,” he snapped, swinging back to face me. “I expect my sister to return soon. In all other ways, I’m completely different from Shubel Kent.”

“You both have kin, but you don’t know where they are,” I pointed out, hoping to wound him. “And the two of you have—or had—a sort of friendship, formed on account of the recent troubles.”

He gave the lapels of his suit jacket a sharp tug and steered the conversation to a new path. “Did Miss Sparhawk send me a message, or was that a falsehood so that you could pester me?”

I wanted to continue my attack, force him to recognize how unfair his world was to people who lived outside it. But Momma had taught me the art of bartering, trading one thing for another, always getting the best of the bargain. Yelling at this blockhead would feel good, but it wouldn’t help achieve my goal. I took a slow breath, as deep as my bodice would allow.

“Only the truth, Mister Doubt.” I slowly pulled Hannah’s note from my pocket and handed it to him. He tore it open and read it eagerly, then blushed a most peculiar shade of red.

“Do you have a reply, sir?” I asked in a perfect maid-serving-crumpets-to-the-gentry-in-the-parlor voice.

He nodded with vigor. “Tell Miss Sparhawk that I shall try my very best. If not today, then tomorrow, at the same time.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but acted as if I did. “That will please her.”

He broke into a smile, blushing once more. “I truly hope so.”

I looked him straight in the eyes then, a rude thing to do, but necessary. “I can help you, sir. A lady’s maid is a useful partner for a gentleman seeking the affection of her mistress. On the other hand, that maid might also ensure that the gentleman’s hopes are destroyed.”

He opened his mouth to protest, then, observing my flinty expression, wisely shut it again. ’Twas time to make my offer.

“If you find proper work for Shubel, and treat him with kindness, then I shall be your constant ally, Mister Doubt. I will speak highly of you to Miss Hannah and sing your praises to the Pikes. Help him, and I swear that Miss Sparhawk will soon view you as a potential suitor. Within the limits of respectability, of course.”

He returned my steady gaze for a moment, then broke it off to gnaw on a hangnail like a hungry beaver.

“Well,” I said, uneasiness prickling up the back of my neck. “What say you?”

“Your proposal is both improper and dishonorable.” He glanced again at Hannah’s note. “In addition, you can make no promise of success. Indeed, having you encourage Miss Hannah to think favorably of me might well turn her against me.”

Aha! That was the problem: the poor fellow lacked confidence. His lovestruck expression softened my heart a bit. Not enough to make promises I couldn’t keep, but to speak in the tones of friendship, instead of negotiation. “Miss Hannah has been watching you when you are talking to others. She has remarked on your polite manners and your smile.”

“She likes my smile?”

“Most assuredly, sir. She said that while others may find your teeth overlarge for your mouth, she finds them quite suitable. Indeed, your entire appearance and your manner of being is most pleasing to her.”

The blush returned, redder than before. “I agree to your… unconventional proposal.” He grinned, which made his face take on a friendlier appearance. “I give you my word, Elsbeth.”
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22. SIGN OF THE WOLF

THURSDAY, JULY 4, 1776


I WISH THERE WAS A LAW AGAINST GROG SHOPS THAT WAS SUFFICIENT TO PREVENT ANY BEING SET UP. THEY ARE SINKS OF SCANDAL.

—MARY CRANCH TO HER SISTER ABIGAIL ADAMS



As soon as I returned to the house, Hannah dragged me up to her bedchamber.

“Tell me everything,” she whispered. “But keep your voice down.”

I told her mostly everything; the deal I made with Nyott was not for her ears.

“What did he mean by ‘if not today, then tomorrow’?” I asked, after delivering Nyott’s cryptic message.

“I can’t tell you. Yet.” She looked me over quick. “You’ll need to change into something more refined; put on the bodice and dark blue skirt I gave you. But don’t wear an apron, and tidy your hair. We need to make the best impression possible on King Street.”

“Does this have something to do with Mister Doubt?” I asked with foreboding.

“Suspicion taints your character, Elsbeth,” Hannah said with a sly smile. “We’ll leave by three o’clock.”

She took great delight in spinning mysteries.

Despite my protests, Hannah insisted on wearing a tight-waisted ball gown made of pink satin patterned with scarlet and gold flowers, and her grandmother’s gold and ruby earrings. Padding at her hips lifted the skirts a bit so they swayed as she walked. I thought it was too ornate for an afternoon stroll in July, but as I’d only been a lady’s maid for a few weeks, I didn’t dare mention it. My clothes, more comfortable and practical, were the nicest I’d ever worn. The buttery-yellow color of the bodice made it impractical for work. The skirt was the color of ripe blueberries, run through with light gray stripes, and fashioned with an abundance of fabric, so it flared out like a bell when I spun around. I planned to embroider honeybees on the bodice, but even without them, it perfectly suited the skirt.

We left as the clock chimed three. Walking slowly down the road along the common, then over to King Street, she greeted everyone of the upper sort who passed by. I noticed the stares and whispers. I held my tongue as long as I could, but she was making a spectacle of herself.

“Beg pardon, miss, but I think people are staring at your dress. You don’t want them to spread rumors about you. Mayhaps we should go home.”

“Being noticed is entirely the point,” she said quietly, continuing to nod and smile at those who greeted her. “I want the town’s gossips to notice me in the company of my attentive and respectable maid. That’s you, Elsbeth.”

Attentive and respectable. I liked the way that sounded, though I suspected she might be flattering me. I’d hold my tongue until I understood what her true aim was.

I was sure we’d visit Missus Sheaffe’s new store, or see if any new ribbons were available at Nicholas & Maxwell’s sundries shop. But without warning, Hannah veered down an alley. Just before it opened onto Dock Square, she stopped.

“Promise that you won’t scold or tattle,” she murmured.

(That was not a good sign.) “Of course, miss,” I lied.

“From this vantage point, we’ll be able to see Mister Doubt as he enters the square. A moment later, I shall walk out there too. When we see each other, he and I, we shall both act surprised. Then we’ll walk together for an hour or so, discussing the weather, inoculations, and likely the debates about independence. Perhaps we’ll admire the ships along the wharf. But you will not be with me. Or rather, with us.”

Finally, I understood. Though I’d promised to aid Nyott’s quest of spending time with Hannah, this was not what I’d been thinking of.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “You know how quickly gossip spreads. Mister Doubt isn’t your brother or your cousin, so you can’t walk around unaccompanied with him. I’m shocked that he agreed to this scheme.”

She laughed. “Don’t make that face. Nyott is completely innocent; indeed, my note promised that you’d be with me. Fear not, there shall be no scandal.” She pointed at the square. “See how busy it is? I’ll run up to him, alone, ask loudly if he’s seen you. Then I’ll make a big fuss about how you vanished on me.”

I brushed the dust off the back of her gown. “How will that keep tongues from wagging?”

“Everyone knows that servants are forgetful, clumsy, and slow. ’Tis a perfectly understandable situation.”

I slapped a little harder at the dust, insulted by “forgetful, clumsy, and slow.”

“Nyott will insist on helping me search for you,” she continued. “After an hour or so, you’ll turn up, frantic with worry and very apologetic. And that will be the end of our adventure.”

I stood back, eyeing the gown. Flushed with excitement, her cheeks were the same shade of pink as the dress. “Beg pardon, miss, but do you have feelings for Mister Doubt?”

“Egads, Elsbeth, never!” She dismissed the notion with a wave of her hand. “He’s kind, respectable, and dull, that’s why I chose him.”

“So why are we here? I don’t understand.”

“Because of the blasted inoculations!” she blurted, much too loudly.

“SHHH!” I put my finger to my lips.

She stuck out her tongue at me, but lowered her voice. “Soon the Pikes will be sick and the entire town spotty and miserable. Life will be dreadful for the rest of the summer. Let me have some fun, Elsbeth, just for an hour. I’ve never walked alone with a gentleman. I just want to see what it feels like.”

I felt a pinch of guilt. Nyott clearly had romantic hopes that Hannah did not return. But he was more than trustworthy, she was right about that. I glanced around the square; ’twas filled with a mix of the upper sort and their servants. Hannah had chosen a superb place for her adventure.

I suddenly realized how close I was to Union Street, and to the alley near the Sign of the Cornfield. I could have my own secret meeting!

“One hour,” I warned, “and not a minute more.”



The stench of the Sign of the Wolf tavern—smoke, unwashed men, and sour ale—assaulted my senses as soon as I walked in. The dirty window didn’t let in much light, but the slow fire in the hearth and a few candles showed eight old men smoking pipes, playing cards, and drinking from heavy brown mugs. All conversation stopped when the door swung closed behind me.

I bobbed a shallow curtsy and spoke with false cheer. “How do you do this day, good sirs?”

One of the men paused in the middle of filling his pipe. “Fair to middlin’, lass. Kind of you to ask.” The rest nodded politely, then resumed their games and storytelling.

A round-cheeked woman in a tan-and-white-striped skirt bustled out of the back room, wiping her wet hands on her apron. She headed straight for me, shaking her head.

“Sorry, lass. I’m not looking to hire anyone. Off you go.”

I curtsied deeper. “I’m not seeking work, missus. I’m looking for Billy Rawdon. He’s younger than you, older than me, newly scarred by smallpox. He said he’s here around sunset most days, but I thought maybe—”

“You shouldn’t be looking for that one,” she said. “Your mother know you’re here?”

The kind concern in her voice touched me. I felt badly about lying to her, but had no choice.

“My mistress sent me, ma’am,” I said. “I’ve come with an offer of assistance, on account of his recent illness. I won’t tarry long.”

“Humph,” she grunted, studying me close. “Follow me. But mind yourself.”

Billy Rawdon sat on a rickety chair by a small shed, behind the tavern. I glanced around the yard for the puppy, but there was no sign of one. An axe lay in the dirt next to a large pile of logs that were waiting to be chopped into firewood. Though dressed in the same filthy clothes, his new shoes looked odd, more suited for a clerk or teacher than a ragamuffin.

“Thought you knew how to handle an axe,” the woman said.

Billy jumped up, tucking his hair behind his ears. “Been doing it since I was a boy,” he said. “But the pox got into my left eye. Still don’t work proper. I just need some time to get the hang of it.”

“Humph,” grunted the woman again. “Five minutes to talk to this lass, then I want to hear the sound of splitting wood, understand?”

“Of course, ma’am.” Billy waited until she went inside, then said, “Good day, miss.”

“Good day, Mister Rawdon.” My guts tightened into knots. I’d thought that meeting in a tavern meant that other people would be nearby. This—meeting him alone—was not just disreputable, but possibly dangerous. I tried to swallow, but my throat felt filled with sand. “I… I’ve come to fetch my father’s belongings.”

“Want some cider?” He set one of the logs on the stump that served as a chopping block.

“No, thank you, I don’t have much time. Please, just tell me about Pappa.”

“Good man, your father. Proud of you. Said you’re a proper seamstress, but you had to work as a kitchen maid.”

If anyone else had told me that Pappa praised my skills and was proud of me, I would have beamed with joy. From his mouth, the words meant little.

“Did he evacuate? If not, where is he?”

He ignored the question. “You certain that you don’t want cider? Missus McClure, she’ll give you some bread and cheese, if you wash up for her.”

I glanced at the door. Missus McClure had left it open, likely because she did not trust Rawdon any more than I did. He had truly suffered from the pox, and I felt bad for him on that account. But he alarmed me. His crude manner of staring at me, his desire to see me alone, ignoring how improper that was; he was the sort of fellow that Pappa warned me about. I wanted to get away as fast as I could.

“My mistress is expecting me, sir.” I spoke in a low, flat tone, like I was talking to a dog that I did not trust. “Please give me what you promised.”

His smile faded. “No need to be rude.”

I looked at the door again, wishing I’d stayed closer to it. “I’m here at your request. If you don’t have what you claimed, I shall leave.”

He disappeared into the shed. I was able to take several steps closer to the door before he reappeared.

Frowning, he walked toward me holding something small. “Recognize this?”

’Twas a palm. Not the palm of his hand, but a tool worn on the hand of sailmakers. The leather strap had a large metal circle set in the middle of it, which was used to push heavy needles through thick sailcloth. Was it Pappa’s?

I snatched it from Rawdon’s hand and looked at the underside of the strap. Pappa’s initials, T.C., were branded there. Relief washed over me, soothing—for a moment—my worries, fear, and melancholy. I slipped the well-worn tool on my hand, though it was much too large. “Thank you,” I croaked.

“Don’t cry, or Missus McClure will have my head.”

I sniffed and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “What else can you tell me? Did he say anything about leaving with the British?”

Instead of answering, he picked up the axe, raised it, and with one hard blow—thunk—split the log into two pieces. The speed at which he moved and the startling noise of the axe made me jump.

“You’re lowborn, like me,” he said. “Folks like us know nothing comes for free.” He set another log on the stump. “I could have sold that thing to earn a bit of coin. But I gave it to you instead. Now it’s your turn to give something to me.”

Thunk. Another well-placed blow. Another piece of wood divided in two.

He plucked at the front of his shirt. “I can’t find work dressed like this. If you get me two shirts, I’ll tell you what your father planned to do and where you might find him.”

(Who demands such a payment? A snake-bellied son-of-the-devil, that’s who.)

“I understand your problem,” I said with great difficulty, because I really wanted to punch him in the belly, “but I won’t get my wages until September. I promise I’ll pay you then, but please, I beg you: tell me Pappa’s plans.”

“You need to pay me first. September’s too far away.” He rested the axe on his shoulder. “That little lad you were with, he’s the son of a gentleman. You work for a rich family, that’s clear. They won’t notice if a few shirts go missing. I’ll give you a week or so to find me two shirts. Can’t find decent work dressed in rags.”

“I can’t… I can’t steal! It’s wrong. I could go to jail.”

“Only if you’re caught.” He smirked. “I’ll bring another one of your father’s tools, to make it worth your while. But you must get me those shirts.”

Was Rawdon just a flimflam man, a swindler? How well did he know Pappa? I twisted Pappa’s palm around my hand, wishing that Shubel was with me. He’d know what to do with such a fellow.

“Don’t you worry.” Rawdon set another log on the stump. “I’ll come fetch the shirts. I asked around; the Pikes live in the old judge’s house on Summer Street, that right?”

“Don’t come to the house,” I said, horrified that he knew where I lived and worked. “Come to the barn, at dawn, when I’m milking.”

“Much obliged.” He winked at me, an insulting wink made with a sour gooseberry eye. “Good day, Miss Culpepper.”

Thunk.
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23. SILVER LININGS

THURSDAY, JULY 4, 1776


BUT BY THIS TIME, I BELIEVE YOU ARE FULL OF NEWS, AND IT WILL BE A WONDER IF A LITTLE SCANDAL DON’T DROP—FOR I CAN ASSURE YOU THERE HAS BEEN ENOUGH OF IT HERE IN TOWN.

—DR. COTTON TUFTS TO HIS COUSIN ABIGAIL ADAMS



I ran through the tavern, out the door, and down the alley before I felt safe enough to stop for a breath. What did I agree to? Did he expect me to steal shirts from a clothesline? Raid Mister Pike’s wardrobe? I’d surely be caught right away, never learning about Pappa’s disappearance. I rubbed the leather palm on my cheek before stowing it in my pocket. Hannah’s curiosity would compel her to ask too many questions if she saw it. Blinking back tears, I went in search of her.

Dock Square was even more crowded than it had been earlier. Ladies strolled in and out of the shops, followed by their dutiful maids and occasionally greeted by gentlemen lifting their three-cornered hats. Burly laborers loaded crates from a storehouse to a wagon drawn by muscular black horses. Two workingmen clapped each other on the back, then entered a tavern. But there was no sign of an impish, overdressed lass flirting with a gawky lad desperate to impress her.

Seagulls and swallows squabbled above us. Farmwives at the market added to the hubbub, singing out their wares: “Straaaaawberries!” “Fresh peas, fresher beans! Fresh peas, fresher beans!” “Pickled eggs for your table, pickled beef for your soup!”

I poked my head into every tavern and shop, and walked up and down the rows of market stalls. Nothing. Had Hannah walked home alone, or had Nyott escorted her? I wasn’t gone that long… was I?

I flinched as a seagull swooped down in front of me, snatched a crust of bread from the cobblestones, and took to the air again. Then I spotted Miss Hannah Sparhawk, gliding slowly over Swing Bridge, with Nyott Doubt at her side, close, but not too close. I hurried toward them.

“Egads, Elsbeth, where have you been?” she said loud enough for passersby to hear. “We’ve looked everywhere for you!”

If Hannah had been born into an ordinary family instead of the Sparhawks of Providence, Rhode Island, she could have become a legendary actress. I was forced to play the… what did she call it? The “forgetful, clumsy, and slow” maid.

Several ladies paused to watch us. “This is unacceptable! If you cannot perform your duties properly, then… well then, I shall have someone else who can.”

Though I knew this was an act, her sharp voice wounded me. Reluctantly, I choked out an apology. “Please forgive me, miss. I… I was enchanted by the sight of a ship entering the harbor, riding atop the waves, sails filled with the wind, and the captain at the bow, his spyglass raised—”

“That’s enough hogwash, Elsbeth,” Hannah said, fighting a smile.

“Please forgive your maid, Miss Sparhawk,” Nyott said. “For those of us who endured the siege, the sight of any ship not controlled by the British Navy is still a wonder.” He glanced at me briefly. “Now that she’s returned, I shall take my leave.”

He bowed graciously to Hannah. She returned the respectful gesture with a shallow curtsy, suitable for the early stage of a friendship. “I’m so grateful for your assistance, Mister Doubt.” (Her left eye flickered dangerously close to a wink.) “I hope to see you again soon, sir.”



Hannah prattled endlessly on the way home, but preoccupied with Rawdon’s demands, I caught only a few words: “… thrilling… honorable… overserious… kind… brave…” I didn’t need to listen close; she was happy, that’s all that mattered.

But Rawdon—he required some thought. I should report him to the constable. Or maybe I shouldn’t. That might bring trouble down on me, for I’d met with him in a tavern, and left Hannah on her own, which others could confirm. But what if the shirts weren’t enough? What if he expected me to keep thieving for him and…

I suddenly realized that Hannah was nowhere in sight. “Miss Hannah?”

I’d turned down Summer Street, but she hadn’t. I hurried back to the corner and spotted her, continuing down Newbury toward the Neck. Growling in exasperation, I followed. The road was crowded with people carting in their mattresses and other necessaries so they could be inoculated. Others stood watching the flow of incomers. I’d never seen so many ordinary folks on this stretch of road.

When I finally caught up to her, I spoke as firmly as Widow Nash. “We must go home now, miss.”

She kept walking. “I wondered when you would notice my absence. You weren’t listening to me; I repeated the most absurd thing three times over, and you didn’t react at all.”

“You did?”

She grabbed her skirts and swerved away from the mangy dog that was trotting by. “Indeed! I said, ‘When the enormous whale swam up the dock, Mister Doubt and I climbed aboard it and rode on its back around the harbor.’ Three times, Elsbeth, and you made no comment.”

“My apologies, miss. I should have been listening closer.”

“Don’t worry, it amused me.” As we crossed over Essex Street, she suddenly spun in a circle, her skirt billowing out. “Oh, what a day this has been!”

People stared at her, a strange lass dressed for a ball, behaving like a common urchin. Some were even pointing.

“Stop that!” I scolded. “Think of what your grandmother would say!”

“Oh, my!” Hannah stopped, swaying with dizziness. “Grandmamma would be furious. Scandalized! But that could be in my favor. Maybe she’d be so upset that she’d force me to return to Rhode Island. I’d take you with me, of course.”

That was the last thing I wanted. “Don’t you want to continue your friendship with Mister Doubt? He seemed enchanted by you.”

“Alas.” Her smile faded for the first time all day. “He is a fine fellow, but there can be no future in our relationship.”

“I thought you enjoyed his company.”

“I did, more than I’d anticipated.” She lifted her skirts a bit and kicked a stone out of her path. “But he has no money; he was painfully honest about that. Captain Hunter would never approve of him as a suitor.”

“Don’t you have a say in the matter?”

“No.” She took a seat on the broad tree stump at the edge of the road. “He wants a wealthy man for me, one whose connections will benefit him.” She picked at the bark of the stump. “But he prefers to be at sea. I hope it swallows him someday.”
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24. CONTAMINATION

FRIDAY, JULY 5–TUESDAY, JULY 16, 1776


THE REIGNING SUBJECT IS THE SMALL POX. BOSTON HAS GIVEN UP ITS FEARS OF AN INVASION AND IS BUSILY EMPLOYED IN COMMUNICATING THE INFECTION. MEN, WOMEN, AND CHILDREN EAGERLY CROWDING TO INOCULATE IS, I THINK, AS MODISH [FASHIONABLE] AS RUNNING AWAY FROM THE TROOPS OF A BARBAROUS GEORGE WAS THE LAST YEAR.

—HANNAH WINTHROP TO HER FRIEND MERCY OTIS WARREN



The first days after the inoculations were maddening. Not because the Pikes were all suddenly sick with smallpox, but because they were not. I’d never realized how long it took for the disease to catch hold.

Gilbert and Benjamin started staring at everyone, thinking that the pox would simply bubble up like water coming to a boil. Alexander had turned the inoculation into a scientifical experiment. He designed a large chart to keep track of all the symptoms, so he could write a study of the disease. He was the only Pike who happily followed his mother’s orders to stay inside. His siblings, peevish and testy at being cooped up in the house, soon drove us all to the edge of madness with their constant name-calling, chasing, squabbling, wrestling, and tattling.

A week after the inoculations (and his “accidental” meeting with Hannah), Nyott Doubt stopped by, to check on everyone’s health, he claimed. He conveniently arrived at dinnertime and sat in Thomas’s place, right across from Hannah. He’d chosen a good night, for Widow Nash had roasted a haunch of lamb, served with peas, spinach, and corn bread.

Hannah spread a thick layer of butter on her bread. “ ’Tis a delight to see you, Mister Doubt. How many pox patients did you puncture today?”

“We don’t puncture, Miss Sparhawk, as you saw last week. But to answer your question, Doctor Crookshank doesn’t trust me with the scalpel.” He took the butter dish from her, adding, “Yet. But I hope he will soon.”

Missus Pike tapped her knife against the side of her plate. “On the matter of smallpox, Mister Doubt. How long until the pox come out on the children? I fear the wait is driving them to the brink of war.”

Nyott reluctantly turned his attention away from Hannah so he could answer Missus Pike. “The fever usually appears two weeks after inoculation. A few days after that, the first pox will emerge. It’s an orderly and predictable process, nothing to worry about.”

“Did you say two weeks?” Missus Pike asked, eyes wide in horror. “Impossible; we can’t wait that long. The children refuse to rest and are on the way to mutiny. How do we speed the process along?”

“Oh, pinfeathers, Mother!” exclaimed Tabitha, setting down her knife and fork. “If we rested as much as you want, we’d all die of boredom. Please, Mister Doubt, help Mother see reason.”

Nyott gulped half a glass of cider, then cleared his throat. “I’m not a fully trained physician”—he glanced at Hannah—“yet. But doctors say that fresh air and sunshine is quite healthy in the early stage of inoculation. The town itself has become a large inoculation hospital, so there is no need to quarantine. In truth, the town feels very festive right now, what with all the new people who’ve moved in to be inoculated. Many of them come from old and notable families.”

Missus Pike arched an eyebrow. “Indeed? Which families?”

I refilled Nyott’s glass as he listed some of the newcomers. “Missus Quincy and Missus Lincoln entertained a houseful of ladies just yesterday. Missus John Adams has come to town too, with her sisters, their children, cousins, slaves, and servants. They’re staying on Queen Street, in her uncle Smith’s spacious home.”

Hannah leaned forward, gazing steadily at Nyott. “That is such a magnificent house; I’d love to see it. Did you help inoculate them, Mister Doubt? How big was the parlor?”

Tabitha eagerly chimed in. “Did they say anything about the independency debates?”

“Forgive me for disappointing you both,” Nyott said, looking only at Hannah. “Doctor Bulfinch takes care of the Adams family. I’ve never been there, but my mother was, many years ago. I recall her marveling about the paintings.”

“Can we invite them for coffee and cake, Mother?” Tabitha asked, eyes alight.

“Missus Adams must know more than what is printed in the paper,” Hannah added.

“Young ladies discussing newspapers, politics, and pox!” Missus Pike wrinkled her nose like she smelled something foul. “Whatever is the world coming to?”

Shortly after Mister Doubt left, Hannah cornered me outside her bedchamber and handed me another note for him. “You must leave at once!”

The long, hot day had drained my patience to a dangerously low level. “Beg pardon, miss, but you just had dinner with him. Why bother sending a note as well?”

Hannah looked around for any eavesdropping Pikes, then whispered, “Because secret messages are delightful. Take a basket—I’ll tell Missus Pike that you’re running an errand for me.”

“I can’t, Miss Hannah,” I said bluntly. “I must wash the dishes, set the table for breakfast, and scrub the grease out of Alexander’s breeches. I don’t have time to search the town for Mister Doubt as well.”

“Don’t be such a crab,” she scolded. “I’ve arranged everything so you won’t have to hunt him down. Mister Doubt awaits you by the stables in Bishop’s Alley. You’ll be back before you know you’re gone.” She waved her hands, shooing me on my way. “Hurry!”



Mister Doubt was indeed standing outside the stables, staring anxiously down the street. I didn’t waste any time pretending to be polite.

“Have you found Shubel?” I demanded, keeping Hannah’s note in my basket.

“What? It’s barely been a week!” He swatted at the flies hovering around his head. “Doctor Crookshank keeps me hopping all day long. But I’ll keep trying, I promise. Did Miss Sparhawk send a note?”

“Where have you looked?” I asked.

“I, eh…,” he stammered.

The last thread of my patience snapped. “You haven’t searched for him at all, have you?”

A fly landed right in the middle of his forehead. “You must understand how busy I am.” He smacked the fly, then staggered backward, for he’d hit himself quite hard. (I sent up a prayer of gratitude for the fly.)

“Your work with the doctor takes you all over town. Make friendly inquiries wherever you go. Ask the servants, nearby workmen, shop owners, and any child you see. It shouldn’t take long.” I plucked Hannah’s note from my basket. “This is the last note I’ll give to you until you provide me with evidence of your labors on Shubel’s behalf. We agreed to help each other, didn’t we?”

“We did.” His deep sigh sounded just like the horses in the stable behind him. “I promise to be much more diligent.”

“I hope you are, sir,” I said, handing him the note. “ ’Tis time for you to hold up your end of the bargain.”



The next day, Widow Nash took the boys with her to the market and post office, in accordance with Mister Doubt’s recommendations for fresh air and sunshine. At the same time, Missus Pike took Hannah and Tabitha with her to pay a call on Missus Scollay, whose daughter Missus Melville had recently presented her with a grandchild.

That left me with a blessedly empty house for a few hours, precisely what I needed to prepare for Billy Rawdon’s visit. I wasn’t sure that I’d ever see him again, but I needed to be ready. After rummaging in the oldest, dustiest trunk in the attic, I found two ancient shirts, likely worn by Judge Bellingham’s forefathers. I quickly removed their unfashionable ruffles and restitched the buttons so they wouldn’t fall off. I’d just stowed them safely in the barn when I heard Gilbert’s chirpy voice.

“Almost there, Widow Nash,” he called. “Just a few more steps and you can rest your legs!”



Much to Tabitha’s disappointment, Missus Pike did not invite Missus Adams and her sisters for tea. But she did welcome some of her old friends, who were happy to renew their acquaintance with her, now that the distasteful business of Mister Pike’s debts had been settled. Today Missus Wheeler of Tremont Street, a delicate lady wearing a pink silk gown trimmed with exquisite lace, was visiting with her sister, Missus Harrington, dressed in bright yellow and turquoise blue. I was serving them tea when Tabitha slammed open the front door and ran into the parlor, shouting, “Independence! They declared independence!”

“Tabitha!” Missus Pike’s forceful voice was only a smidge quieter than a shout. “Lower your voice at once!”

“Please don’t scold me, Mother,” Tabitha pleaded. “Something of this importance deserves to be shouted, don’t you think?”

“Sit next to me, child,” said Missus Wheeler, with an approving glance. “I’ve been waiting a long time to hear this glorious news. Did it come from Philadelphia?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Tabitha sat on the sofa with a bounce. “The Continental Congress voted earlier this month, but newspapers from Philadelphia didn’t arrive until today. I saw a copy at Rachel Sanford’s house.”

Independence? I pondered the notion as I refilled the teacups and served crisp sugar cookies around the room. While I’d sided with the Patriots all along, I’d never thought about becoming a new country, free from Great Britain. I just wanted the British to go away and leave us alone. Would this independence convince them to leave us alone, or guarantee that they’d return with more soldiers and bigger cannons?

“And we’re not a colony anymore,” continued Tabitha. “Massachusetts is a free and independent state; all the colonies are now states.”

“ ’Tis one thing to declare independence,” Missus Wheeler said. “Quite another to achieve it.”

“But what does this mean, precisely?” asked Missus Harrington. “No more taxes? That doesn’t seem possible.”

“It means trouble,” said Missus Pike severely. “It means heartache, too.”

“No, Mother,” said Tabitha merrily. “It means hope.” She bounced again on the sofa. “Do you think they’ll send Father to Philadelphia? May I go with him?”

“Absolutely not!” exclaimed her mother.

Tabitha squared her jaw, ready for an argument, but Gilbert wandered in and climbed up next to his mother. “Benjy won’t play with me,” he said, pouting.

“Poor thing.” Missus Pike gave him a quick hug. “Tabitha will play with you, my sweet boy.”

“In a little while,” added Tabitha.

“I don’t want to play with her,” insisted Gilbert. “I want Ben, but he won’t get out of bed.”

“He’s in bed?” asked Missus Pike.

Gilbert scratched his head. “Says he’s on fire, has a veefer.”

“A fever?” asked Tabitha.

“Oh, my.” Missus Wheeler stood up. “That’s your first sign of the pox, Mehitable.”

Her sister joined her. “We’ll be on our way, so you can tend to the lad. Don’t forget, his belly will be quite jumpy in the coming days.”

Doctor Crookshank soon arrived and explained that fever was an ordinary symptom and Benjamin was doing fine. I had to fetch the doctor again the next day because Howler had become feverish and miserable too. The other children showed no signs of illness, so the doctor inoculated them for a second time.

“The smallpox is behaving in a peculiar manner this year,” he explained. “My colleagues report that many patients have required a second inoculation.”

“This is all more complicated than I’d anticipated.” Missus Pike ate a large bite of the last sugar cookie. “Widow Nash, please cook up more rice pudding. A double batch.”
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25. INFECTION

WEDNESDAY, JULY 17, 1776


CRIMES ARE ACTS OF TYRANNY OF ONE OR MORE ON ANOTHER OR MORE. A MURDERER, A THIEF, A ROBBER, A BURGLAR, IS A TYRANT. PERJURY, SLANDER ARE TYRANNY, TOO, WHEN THEY HURT ANYONE.

—DIARY OF JOHN ADAMS



Good morning, old girl,” I greeted Ruggles as I poured water into her trough. By then, I’d grown fond of milking; my hands had become stronger and used to the task.

The cow gave her customary groan in response, then slurped the water with pleasure. To the ordinary ear, her groans sounded alike, but she actually possessed a large vocabulary. That particular groan meant, Delightful to see you, Elsbeth. Will the chickens be visiting today?

“They’ll come in soon,” I reassured her. “After finishing their worm harvest.”

I set the empty bucket under her full udder and took a moment to scratch between her ears. She suddenly made a strange noise, a huff of indignation, and pawed at the dirt.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked. “Have the chickens been rude to you?”

“Ahoy, lass!” called a raspy voice.

I looked over my shoulder and gasped.

Billy Rawdon strolled in, bold as brass. He’d cleaned up a bit; his hair was tied neatly back, and his face shaved. His brown coat—made for a much larger man and adorned with pewter buttons—was likely stolen. It dawned on me that he’d probably stolen everything he wore. Only the filthy haversack he carried suited his character and circumstances.

“You’re a proper milkmaid!” he boomed.

“Shhh!” I warned. “Keep your voice down!”

Ruggles huffed again and shook her head in sharp disapproval. I shared her unease; his presence made the barn feel small and suffocating.

“No need to scold me.” He leaned lazily against a post. “Did you do what I asked?”

Instead of answering, I used the pitchfork to uncover the bundle of shirts I’d buried in the hay earlier. My belly roiled with shame; though I’d stolen the shirts for an honorable cause, I was still a thief.

Billy Rawdon reached out a hand.

“No.” I held the pitchfork tightly atop the bundle. “Give me what you promised, first.”

He rummaged in his haversack—the contents clanging—and finally pulled out a treasure worth more than a hill of gold.

“Oh!” I cried, snatching it from him. I dropped the pitchfork and ran to the window to examine it in the light.

Pappa’s needle case!

After fashioning it from the hollow tip of an ox’s horn, Pappa had carved a picture of a ship at sea around the outside, complete with waves and a clumsy porpoise. I pulled out the cork and peered inside. Long sailcloth needles poked out of the thick tallow packed in the horn’s end—the best way to keep them from rusting in the salt air. I squinted; something else was stuck in the tallow, too deep to reach with my fingers. I pulled out all of Pappa’s needles, then used the last one to dig out whatever had been hidden. I turned the case upside down and shook it. Another treasure fell into my palm: a silver needle too delicate and short for sewing sails. Momma’s embroidery needle!

My father had kept one of my mother’s tools nestled next to his.

Bittersweet memories swept through me: the two of them singing together, dancing whenever they heard fiddle music, and how they looked at each other after my baby sister was born.

“What say you?” asked Rawdon. “Fair trade?”

His sly voice jolted me out of the past and back to the barn.

“Where did you get this?” I demanded.

He shrugged. “Don’t remember. I like picking up odds and ends.” He picked at his teeth with a dirty fingernail. “Never know when you’ll find something useful.”

His smirk reminded me of a cunning fox, devious and sly.

My mind raced, trying to piece together his possible connections to Pappa. Was Pappa missing because of him? That wasn’t likely; Rawdon had been too sick to sit up on Evacuation Day, much less steal from Pappa or hurt him. But he had to know something.

“Where did you find his palm?” I asked.

“That scrap of leather? Might have been at the boardinghouse.” He busied himself with stuffing the shirts into his haversack. “Or under the docks—found all sorts of things there.”

That could have been true. The palm was small enough to fall out of Pappa’s bag without being noticed. But the needle case was much bigger. He’d never let that go without a fight, for it was the only reminder that he had of Momma.

I held up the needle case. “Can you tell me where you found this?”

“Well now, that was different.” He scratched his chin. “Found it in a sack. Figured it was stolen by thieving redcoats. They got up to all sorts of mischief at the end, didn’t they?”

I wanted to grab his haversack and dump it out on the floor, in case it contained more clues. But if I tried, he’d fight back and I’d never get the answers I needed.

Instead, I asked a practical question. “You planning to sell me his tools one at a time?”

“I might have one more thing.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll know it when you see it.” His mouth curled into a smile, but his eyes stayed hard. “After that, I’ll never bother you again.”

The slamming of the privy door startled me. The house was waking up.

Rawdon noticed too and spoke quickly. “You can have it if you get me something small, like a watch or a silver spoon.”

“Who’s there?” called Widow Nash’s voice, alarmingly close to the barn. “What are you up to, lass?” She shuffled in, huffing and puffing. “And who is this? Explain yourself, sir.”

Like a fox in a fable, Rawdon instantly transformed from a conniving thief into an ordinary fellow who knew how to charm elderly women.

“I must beg your pardon, ma’am,” Rawdon said, bowing. “I am Willy Burton, a friend of Miss Culpepper’s father. I should have called on you first, but it didn’t seem right to wake you.”

Willy Burton? Does he lie about everything?

“I promised him that I’d look in on her,” he continued, pulling the haversack over his shoulder, “to make sure that she is faring well. I’m headed out to sea myself, very soon.”

“Hmmm.” Widow Nash slowly looked him over, then gave him a friendly smile, apparently satisfied. “Next time, come to the kitchen first, Mister Burton. You look like you could use a good meal.” She glanced at me in the most peculiar manner. “And I’d love to hear more about Elsbeth’s father.”

“Happy to accept your kind offer, ma’am.” He bowed again. “I’ll drop by before I leave.”

Ruggles shared her thoughts on the situation by giving a loud snort, lifting her tail, and peeing a river.
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26. THE COURSE OF HUMAN EVENTS

THURSDAY, JULY 18, 1776


YOU MENTION THE EXULTATION AT A DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE. IS NOT THE CHANGE WE HAVE SEEN ASTONISHING? WOULD ANY MAN, TWO YEARS AGO HAVE BELIEVED IT POSSIBLE, TO ACCOMPLISH SUCH AN ALTERATION IN THE PREJUDICES, PASSIONS, SENTIMENTS, AND PRINCIPLES OF THESE THIRTEEN LITTLE STATES AS TO MAKE EVERY ONE OF THEM COMPLETELY REPUBLICAN, AND TO MAKE THEM OWN IT?

—JOHN ADAMS TO HIS BROTHER-IN-LAW RICHARD CRANCH



When the newspaper announced that the Declaration of Independence would be read aloud at a celebration on King Street, Tabitha declared that the entire family must attend. Missus Pike had to stay home with Howler, who was suffering from terrible aches and fever, but she approved of Tabitha’s plan once Nyott offered to serve as our escort for the day. Widow Nash refused to desert Missus Pike, thank goodness.

As the clocks struck noon on Thursday, we filed out of the house and headed for the center of town. Nyott and Alexander shepherded Gilbert and Benjamin (who swore he was feeling much better) at the head of the line. Behind them walked Tabitha, pink-cheeked and babbling with excitement. Hannah strode next to her, more interested in what the other ladies were wearing than political sentiments. I came last, laden down with a basket of pears and another with mugs, the latest issue of the newspaper, and silk folding fans. I nodded to other maids, some free, some not, all of us walking behind our mistresses and masters, but couldn’t imagine that any of them were as tormented by worries as I was.

Not only was Pappa still missing and Shube struggling mightily, but Billy Rawdon’s sudden appearance in the barn nagged at me. At first, I’d suspected that he’d found Pappa’s entire ditty bag. But if he had, he would have sold it right away to a sailor, for much more than a pair of shirts or a silver spoon. Besides, Pappa had worked and slept in the sail loft that last week, with his ditty bag close by, day and night, so Rawdon couldn’t have stolen it. By Evacuation Day, the scoundrel was too sick to have knocked over a piece of paper, let alone a burly fellow like Pappa.

And now he wanted me to deliver something valuable to him. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. That was more than altering old shirts; that would be downright theft, shameful and wrong. But if I didn’t steal for Rawdon, he could make the worst sort of trouble for me. After the way he’d cozied up to Widow Nash, I had no doubts about that. This unsolvable problem plagued me as though I’d swallowed a bucket of eels.



The State House, three stories tall and studded with large windows, was built in the middle of King Street for the bigwigs who ran the colony. Two royal statues on the roof—a regal lion standing on its hind feet and a unicorn with its front hooves pawing the air—looked down at the enormous crowd that spilled onto the side streets, down the Long Wharf, and over to Dock Square.

“There must be thousands of people here!” exclaimed Hannah gleefully.

Insisting that we push our way into the multitude, Alexander led us to the north side of the street and claimed a spot just below the Custom House, which offered us a fine view of the balcony where the Declaration would be read. I helped Benjamin climb atop a barrel by the shop door, but Ben wouldn’t let anyone sit next to him.

Gilbert’s lower lip started quivering dangerously. “But I can’t see anything!”

I hastily put down my baskets. “Climb on my back, Gil. You’ll see more than Ben that way.”

Gilbert was usually a restless rider, constantly shifting and bouncing when I carried him on my back. Not that day; captivated by the noisy hullabaloo around us, he stayed perfectly still.

I was just as astonished as he was. Boston’s day of celebration looked just like Fair Day in Philadelphia. Instead of the usual horses, carriages, and wagons driving down the street, there were people who walked and strolled wherever they wished, without fear of being run over. A few folks skipped to the tunes being played by the fifes and drums a few blocks away. At the foot of the wharf, a large group had gathered to watch five fiddlers playing a sprightly tune while a ring of girls and womenfolk held hands and danced around them, their skirts swaying like flowers in the breeze. Dogs chased each other, and children chased the dogs, and tired-looking parents chased after their children.

Songs and laughter came from the open windows of the taverns and coffeehouses all over the center of town. At the booths in the side streets, you could buy apple dumplings, oatcakes with blackberry jam, pork and leek pies sized to fit in your hand, and hunks of tangy cheese. If you were thirsty, you had your choice of apple cider, punch, or switzel, made with molasses and vinegar.

“I’m hungry,” said Gilbert.

I chuckled. “Me too.”

At Philadelphia’s fairs, we’d had greased-pig-chasing contests, folks who danced on ropes, and wrestling matches. Gilbert and Benjamin would have loved those, but sadly, I didn’t see any such sport. On the other hand, they did have dozens of Patriot soldiers to admire; fellows from the local militia and the Massachusetts regiment, who Tabitha said would soon head south to New York.

All heads turned as the fife and drum music grew louder. A line of soldiers proudly marched in, wearing cartridge cases slung across their chests, and their muskets—pointing to the sky—leaned against the left shoulder of each man. They wore ordinary clothes, like they were heading to plow a field or wield a hammer and saw in a workshop. Instead of the identical uniforms of the British, they were clad in a hodgepodge of beige linen shirts, sleeveless waistcoats of all sorts, and wool jackets, most of them blue, brown, or black—the same range of colors seen in their knee breeches and dusty hats. Only the officers wore proper uniforms: long blue coats lined in white and trimmed with red on the lapels, which showed off their gilt buttons. They wore matching white waistcoats and breeches, too, and high leather boots rather than regular shoes.

The officers barked out orders that made no sense to me, but their men responded to them immediately; two lines of soldiers formed around the State House, as if protecting the building. More soldiers moved the crowd farther down the street, clearing a wide path so two cannons could be wheeled in and positioned so that they pointed toward the harbor. Four fifers playing their shrill pipes marched in front of a half dozen drummers, who banged away fiercely, until they were all in position behind the cannons.

“Will they shoot the cannons at us?” Gilbert asked.

The memory of the terrifying cannon fire back in March sent an unexpected chill through me that I tried to ignore. “You’ve nothing to worry about,” I said, hopping to move Gil higher on my back. “The cannons are only loaded with gunpowder. When fired, they’ll make a loud bang and give off plenty of smoke, but nothing that can hurt you.”

“Elsbeth!” he shouted (directly into my ear). “Where’s General Washington?”

The fifes and five of the drummers suddenly stopped playing. The remaining fellow drummed a slow, steady cadence like a ticking clock. The musicians all appeared younger than the other soldiers. Once they were strong enough for battle, I’d no doubt that their instruments would be traded for guns.

I turned to the line of Pikes next to me. “Miss Tabitha, Gilbert is asking where General Washington is. Do you know?”

Tabitha’s avid following of news about the war had made her the family’s source for all military information. But she stood oddly silent, her arms wrapped around her waist and a faraway, unfocused look in her eyes.

“Tabby?” Alexander asked, waving a hand in front of her face. “Are you unwell?”

His sister blinked and cleared her throat. “What? No, I’m fine.”

“Gilbert is looking for General Washington.”

“Sorry, Gil,” Tabitha said. “The general is in New York, preparing to fight the British.” She wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Did you bring a fan, Elsbeth? This heat is oppressive.”

I handed the lilac silk fan to Tabitha, then held up The Continental Journal. “Would you also like this? They printed the Declaration on the first page.”

“Goodness, no.” She snapped the fan open and waved it at her face with great vigor. “ ’Tis much too hot to read.”

Before any of us could react to her shocking statement (Tabitha adored reading above all things), the last drummer ceased playing. A church bell tolled once. One o’clock.

The crowd fell silent as all eyes turned to the balcony. ’Twas hard to believe that so many, gathered in one spot, could suddenly be so quiet. It was as if we were breathing in rhythm, like the moment in church just before everyone begins singing.

The balcony doors parted a few inches, then swung wide open.

Six gentlemen of middling age stepped through the doorway onto the small balcony and removed their fine felt hats. The fellows and lads in the crowd did the same, taking off their hats—some three-cornered, others round and short-brimmed, or simple caps made of linen—and tucked them under an arm, in a unified gesture of respect.

The oldest man stepped forward from the group on the balcony.

“Sheriff Greenleaf,” explained Nyott. “His brother, the old sheriff, is a Loyalist. Had to evacuate. Plenty of arguments in that family, I wager.”

“Hush,” Tabitha whispered.

The sheriff read a few sentences from the paper in his hands, but his voice was so weak, we could barely hear him. A few people farther back called for him to speak up.

Hannah took the newspaper out of my basket, saying, “Might as well read it for ourselves.” (I figured that she was either trying to impress Nyott or was acting strange on account of the heat.)

Suddenly, a younger, strong-built man stepped up next to Sheriff Greenleaf and repeated the opening phrase in a commanding tone that was likely heard all the way to Cape Cod. “ ‘When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another…’ ”

He paused so that Sheriff Greenleaf could mumble the next few lines, then repeated those, as well, “ ‘… and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.’ ”

“The loud fellow is Colonel Crafts,” murmured Nyott.

They continued in this manner, Sheriff Greenleaf reading first, then Colonel Craft echoing the words loud enough for all to hear. The crowd leaned forward, some cupping a hand behind their ear, to hear every word.

“ ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness….’ ”



The press of the crowd had allowed Hannah and Nyott to shift close to each other. Such conduct was improper according to the rules of society, but such things did not apply on a day like this. Gilbert, his chubby arms around my neck, laid his head on my shoulder. He was either paying very close attention or taking a nap. I felt all at sea, sailing in a tiny boat that might not survive the voyage. Our disagreements with England had started small, with things like unfair taxes demanded by the faraway king. Then he sent his army to force us to obey. Nobody likes being treated like that. Ordinary folks from Massachusetts and beyond fought back, each battle bigger and bloodier than the one before. Like a ball picking up speed as it rolls downhill, our rebellion had grown fast, then faster and stronger.

What was going to happen next?

“ ‘The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations….’ ”

As Colonel Craft boomed out the wrongs and injuries suffered by the colonies, my mind wandered as a lump of sadness rose in my throat. What would Pappa say if he were here? He’d been so worried about the armies that he never said which side he supported. But six years earlier, he’d been furious when he heard about the Boston Massacre. British soldiers had fired into a crowd of ordinary folks, killing some and wounding more. I was too little then to understand it all, but I knew it had to be a most terrible event, if it had made Pappa so angry.

If he were here, I decided, he’d be standing by my side—fussing and fretting, to be sure—proud to be a Patriot.

Swallowing the sadness, I gave a little hop to shift Gil yet again, then forced my attention back to Colonel Craft. Sweat rolled down his face as he continued reading the many reasons that we’d revolted against the king. His bold words crackled like lightning, connecting everyone in the crowd to this electrifying moment. The faces around me shone with pride and determination. People grasped the hands of strangers, many eyes filling with tears. Now sitting atop the barrel, Alexander had pulled Ben into his lap. Hannah and Tabitha were locked arm in arm, with Nyott Doubt behind them. Nothing mattered, except the powerful words from the balcony that declared our independence.

Nearing the end now, Colonel Craft’s voice cracked. He paused to clear his throat—“Ahem”—and continued reading. Every line felt like the blow of a blacksmith’s hammer on the hot metals, forging a new sort of nation. My heart beat faster, all our hearts beat together faster and faster, as he reached the final words:

“ ‘And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.’ ”

There was one heartbeat of silence.

Then the men on the balcony shouted, “God save our American States!”

We roared back, thousands and thousands of people answering with one voice, “HUZZAH! HUZZAH! HUZZAH!”

An officer shouted an order, and the cannons all fired. BOOM! BOOM! Gilbert released my neck and covered his ears. BOOM! BOOM! The cannons blasted thirteen times, echoing off the buildings and down the side streets. BOOM… Boom… boom.

The officer shouted another order. With one motion, the soldiers all brought their muskets up to their shoulders and fired their gunpowder charges—CRAAACK! CRAAACK! CRAAACK!—reloading their powder after each shot. The sound of more-distant cannons reached us from the north, the south, and mysteriously, from the harbor.

“They’re firing from Fort Hill, Dorchester, and farther down the bay,” shouted Tabitha. “Privateers are firing too.”

As the cannons continued to roar, the crowd cheered, shouted for joy, and celebrated with handshakes, bows, and a few warm embraces. Gunpowder smoke filled the streets, but few seemed bothered by it. Tabitha hugged Alexander and Benjamin, who was cheering loudest of all. Hannah rested her hand on Nyott’s arm and smiled at him; they seemed in a world of their own, scarcely aware of the commotion surrounding them. When the cannons finally ceased, the church bells began to ring.

Gilbert bounced up and down so hard, I thought my neck would snap. After loosening his grip so I could breathe again, we scooted down a few alleys until we came to a less crowded street. I set him down and grabbed his hand, and we ran as fast as we could, shouting, “Huzzah! Huzzah!” at the top of our lungs.

Once we’d emptied out all of our “huzzahs,” we made our way back to King Street to rejoin the others. Benjamin quickly goaded Gilbert into chasing him. Keeping an eye on the pair, I stood near enough to Hannah and the others that I could easily do their bidding.

“Now what happens?” Hannah asked, waving a tendril of gunpowder smoke from her face. “Who shall be our king? Mister Hancock?”

“I’d prefer Mister Franklin,” Nyott said. “He’s from Boston too, but is older and wiser. ’Tis a pity his son is a Loyalist. The new king should come with an heir, just to be safe.”

“Mayhaps we won’t have a king,” suggested Alexander, cracking his knuckles. “We could do well enough with a Congress or a Parliament.”

“Hogwash,” Hannah challenged Alex. “Every country has a king. Some even have queens; mayhaps we need one of those.”

Tabitha gave a little shake of her head. “No kings, no queens. Our leaders shall be elected.” Then she winced and gave a great shiver. Swallowing with great care, she asked, “Can you fetch me some water, Elsbeth?”

“Of course, miss. Would you like a pear while you’re waiting?”

She curled her lip, as if pears were suddenly detestable to her. “Just water. All this independency has made me thirsty.”
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27. BONFIRES

THURSDAY, JULY 18, 1776


BOSTON, YOU INFORM ME, IS AN EXCELLENT PLACE TO QUENCH OLD FLAMES, AND KINDLE NEW ONES.

—ELIZABETH SMITH TO HER SISTER ABIGAIL ADAMS



The line at the pump in front of the post office was so long that I went to the Dock Square pump instead. There were just as many waiting in that line, but I took my place at the end of it, unwilling to waste any more time searching. By the time I made my way back to King Street, carrying mugs filled with water, both Tabitha and Alex were missing. Stranger still, Hannah and Nyott looked at me in such a peculiar manner, I felt certain that a seagull had pooped on my head.

I handed a mug to Hannah. “Did Miss Tabitha come looking for me?” I asked as Nyott took the second mug from me. “The line moved terribly slow.”

“She turned as pale as a ghost right after you left,” Hannah explained, “then her back starting aching so much that she needed to lie down.”

“Early symptoms of smallpox,” Nyott added, with authority. “Alexander looked poorly too.”

“Alex felt fine,” Hannah argued, “but he wanted to add more columns to his smallpox chart. Gilbert and Ben begged to stay, so I told Alex to escort Tabby home. Nyott and I shall supervise the boys, you shall supervise us, and we won’t have to leave until dinnertime. A perfect solution, don’t you think?”

For you, maybe. “But I must return for the milking, Miss Hannah, or Widow Nash will not be happy with me.”

“Pish posh. She’s never happy about anything.” Hannah waved a hand dismissively. “On this momentous day, I’ve decided that my maid deserves to enjoy the fresh air of liberty. So do Benjamin and Gilbert. What say you to that, Elsbeth?”

Nyott, standing behind her, had his hands out to me in a gesture that pleaded, Please don’t spoil this.

“I say huzzah for liberty, Miss Hannah. But where are the boys?” I glanced up at the State House, where men had gathered on the roof. One group surrounded the lion statue, and the other was clustered around the unicorn. “Don’t tell me they went up there.”

Hannah burst out laughing. “They’d love that, but no. They’re running around the building with an old friend of theirs.” She stared at me in that strange manner again. “And yours.”

Cringing, I patted the top of my head. “Did a bird drop its business on me?”

“By golly, look at that,” Hannah exclaimed, without answering my question. “Here they come, and that friend as well.”

Hollering for their lives, Benjamin and Gilbert raced toward us, pursued by a tall lad growling like a bear, his fingers curled like giant claws.

Pursued by Mister Shubel Kent, the best turnip in the world.

The sight of him hit me with the force of a cannonball, stunning me into silence and, to be honest, making it a bit hard to breathe. His easy grin, lanky arms, and best of all, the way his eyes widened in delight when he saw me… Well, he looked astonishingly wonderful.

Hannah jumped up and down, clapping delicately. “See?” She nudged Nyott with her elbow. “I told you she’d be speechless.”

“Save us, Elsbeth!” shouted Gilbert, hiding behind my skirts.

“Don’t fret, lads.” Shube lowered his claws. “Bears have a mighty respect for Miss Culpepper.”

“Good day, Mister Numbskull,” I said, trying not to be mortified that I was blushing hot enough to melt iron. “You look… absolutely horrible.”

“Good day, Miss Featherbrain,” he replied, his face also glowing red (which rather pleased me). “I was about to say the same to you.”

Gilbert grabbed my hand and started to pull me up the street. “Come on, Elsbeth. We’re going up Beacon Hill!”

“Elsbeth can’t go,” Hannah announced.

“Beg pardon, miss?” I asked.

Hannah took Gilbert’s hand from mine. “While you enjoy a short walk with your lad, Mister Doubt and I will manage the boys.” She held up her hand to stop me from protesting. “Two observant and chatty boys are the best sort of supervision. If I do one wrong thing, they’ll blab it to the entire town. You’ve nothing to worry about.”

“But, but… how will I find you?” I asked, bewildered.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, Elsbeth!” Hannah exclaimed. “We’ll stay right here. You don’t have much time, so go!”

Confused, I turned to Shube. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain everything, I swear,” he said, looking uncommonly serious all of a sudden. “But Miss Sparhawk is right; I don’t have much time. Will you come with me, please?”



As we pushed our way through the celebrating crowd, I studied Shubel’s transformed appearance. Last time I saw him, he’d been mud-covered and full of despair. Now, clean-shaven and bright-eyed, he beamed with confidence and his ordinary high spirits. For the first time ever, his hair was cut properly, and he wore new blue breeches, a tan linen shirt, and a coffee-colored coat with no holes. Was this transformation the work of Nyott Doubt?

The crowd thinned as we made our way down Newbury Street. Shube exchanged quick greetings with a few soldiers celebrating outside the Lion and the Lamb taverns, then suddenly darted down an alley, walking so fast that I had to run to catch up to him.

I could hold my tongue no longer. “Stop, Turnip!” I called. “Where are we going and what is the rush?”

He stopped where the alley opened up to Tremont Street, close to the graveyard at the south end of the common, still bustling with hundreds of soldiers.

“Here we are!” he crowed, holding his arms wide with pride, as if he were king of everything we could see.

“Indeed,” I said, trying to ignore the tingle of foreboding in my belly. “But why?”

“I wanted to show you where I work.” Grinning impishly, he snatched a pear from my basket. “And where I live.”

“But…” A cloud passed over my mood. “The only thing here is the army. Are you caring for their horses again?”

“Behold, Culpepper!” He threw his shoulders back and lifted his chin. “I am the newest drummer boy in the Eighteenth Regiment of Massachusetts.”

“But… but… you couldn’t enlist.” The cloud shadowing my mood darkened ominously. “You told me that lads your age need kin to vouch for them. They turned you away because you don’t have any.”

“Didn’t need kin, did I? I had Nyott Doubt, thanks to you!” He took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow on his sleeve. “On account of his doctoring, Nyott knows some officers. When he vouched for my character, that changed everything.”

My heart sank. “You didn’t!”

He grinned. “I did! Made my mark on a paper and signed up for three years. And I have you, Miss Clever Culpepper, to thank for all of it. Nyott told me how you convinced him to help me.”

Winds howling inside me, the thunderclouds broke open.

“I don’t want you to be a soldier!” I argued, giving him a shove. “You’re too young!”

He shrugged as if joining the army were as commonplace as stacking wood or fishing in the river. “Some lads are younger than me. ’Tis a grand improvement of my circumstances, don’t you think?”

“I’m going to boot Nyott Doubt into the sea, that’s what I think!” I said, kicking the dirt in frustration. “He was supposed to find you a job in a cooperage or a blacksmith’s shop, so you could learn a proper trade. Anything but the army!”

“Don’t be such a sour goat.” Shube scuffed at the dirt, evening out what I’d kicked up. “I’m mighty proud to be a soldier, Culpepper. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me… well, second best—”

He suddenly broke off to watch a group of soldiers lining up on the common while someone barked orders at them. Drums started rattling a fast beat.

“Why do you keep looking over there?” I asked, pointing to the area quickly filling up with lines of soldiers.

“Lots of poxy rules in the army,” he said, walking backward, “especially about being on time. ’Pologies, Elsbeth, I must fly. But I’ll visit as soon as I can!”

He waved his hat once, then turned and ran onto the field.



I found the boys sitting with a group of other tired urchins gazing at the growing bonfire in the middle of King Street. Hannah stood behind them, swaying side to side in time with the fiddlers’ music. Nyott Doubt stood beside her, his face so relaxed and joyful, I barely recognized him. The street was surprisingly crowded with folks still enjoying the sensations of liberty, shouting “Huzzah!” as the lion statue that had been removed from the roof of the State House was tossed onto the bonfire. It had not been carved from stone, as I’d thought. T’was made of wood and painted with bright colors. The lion quickly caught fire. The wooden unicorn statue was next.

Hannah gave me a cheery wave as I approached. “Didn’t think you’d be back so soon.”

“We should take the boys home, Miss Hannah.”

“Just a few minutes more,” she pleaded. “The music is such a treat.”

“Benjamin looks rather weary.” I felt the lad’s forehead. “His fever has returned.”

Hannah pulled some coins from her pocket and held them out to Ben. “Molasses candy will make you feel better. Go buy some from that lady on the corner, as much as you want.”

Quickly reviving, Benjamin snatched the coins and hurried to the candy stall, with Gilbert close on his heels.

“Candy won’t help his fever, Miss Hannah,” I said.

She made a face at me. “If ever there was a day for candy, it’s today. In fact—”

I waited for her to finish, but something, or someone, had caught her eye. Her head slowly turning to follow their path, she frowned in puzzlement.

“Miss Hannah?” My eyes darted from one group to the next, trying to spot the source of her attention. “Who do you see? Is something wrong?”

Instead of answering, she took a few steps forward, then raised up on her tiptoes. Her eyes were pinned on two women making their way to the edge of the crowd.

“Do you know them?”

The women passed by the candy seller’s cart, turned the corner, and disappeared down Devonshire Street. To my astonishment, Hannah lifted her skirts and ran after them.

“Miss Sparhawk?” Nyott asked.

I pointed at him, called, “Watch the boys!” then chased after her.

By the time I rounded the corner, Hannah had almost reached the pair of well-dressed ladies. She was calling out, “Missus Crandall? Missus Crandall? I beg your pardon, ma’am.”

The ladies stopped and turned to look at her. One was old, the other positively ancient, both wearing fashions that were long out-of-date, but meticulously well cared for.

I caught up to them just as Hannah was saying, “My apologies for calling out so rudely. I was just so startled to see someone from home. And delighted, of course!”

The younger of the pair squinted at her closely. “Is that young Hannah?” she asked. “My gracious, how you’ve grown. Mother”—she turned and grasped the older woman’s hand—“ ’tis little Hannah, but all grown up.”

The older woman tilted her head back so she could see Hannah through the small spectacles perched on the end of her nose. “Who?”

“Hannah Sparhawk,” her daughter said, louder. “Granddaughter of Thankful and Ambrose. Sparhawk. Remember, Mother? Thankful sent her away, before the war started.”

Hannah curtsied deeper than I’d ever seen her do before. “Good day to you, Missus Crandall.”

“Oh, child.” The older woman gently cupped Hannah’s cheek. “You are the living image of your mother. My dear, dear girl. How lovely it is to see you again. Are you here as we are, to care for our family and friends under inoculation?”

Hannah blinked away her tears. “Not precisely, but that matters not a jot. I am overjoyed to see the two of you!” She looked over at me. “Missus Crandall is a great friend of Grandmamma’s; they live quite near to each other,” she explained. “And her daughter, Missus Miller, knew both of my parents well.”

I curtsied, gave a quick nod, then forced myself to take a step backward, to give Hannah some privacy and prevent my mouth from asking dozens of questions about Hannah’s childhood.

“We would have sent our condolences if we’d known where to find you,” said Missus Miller, her eyes filling.

Hannah frowned in confusion. “Condolences?”

Condolences?

“Captain Hunter’s visit when it happened was so brief that I didn’t have the chance to ask where you were or how you fared. I’m sure he’s told you everything, but allow me to assure you. Her passing was swift and merciful—”

    “Whose… passing?” Hannah’s voice trembled.

Oh no. No, no, no, no, no!

The older woman, Missus Crandall, hadn’t heard the question. “We sympathize deeply with your misfortune.” Her milky blue eyes tearing up, she took Hannah’s hand in both of hers. “You were the light of her life, dear Hannah. Your grandmother died in peace, knowing that you were safe and in good care.”

Hannah’s eyes grew large as the words slowly sank in. Confusion rippling across her face, her breathing quickened. “What… what are you talking about?” She gently pulled away from Missus Crandall. “Grandmamma is alive and well. I just had a letter from her; she complained about the slugs in her garden and the new minister who can’t read Greek.”

“Oh, dear,” murmured Missus Miller, exchanging a worried glance with her mother. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be discussing this on the street….”

“I disagree,” Hannah said sharply. “I would very much like to know how you can be mistaken about such an important matter.”

“That is quite understandable,” Missus Crandall said gently. “That letter you mentioned—when was it dated?”

“June the twenty-seventh,” Hannah answered, her eyes anxiously darting between the two women. “This year, of course.”

The anguish on the faces of the ladies filled me with such foreboding that I wanted to sprout wings and whisk Hannah away before they could say another word.

The older woman took her hand again. “Then someone has treated you quite cruelly, child.”

Hannah frowned in bewilderment. “I don’t understand….”

“Your grandmother could not have written or sent that letter,” said Missus Miller. “She died in her sleep, Hannah, on the first day of December.”
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28. BETRAYAL

THURSDAY, JULY 18, 1776


REMEMBER ALL MEN WOULD BE TYRANTS IF THEY COULD.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



Hannah burst into the great parlor with the fury of earthquake, flood, and storm combined. “Did you know?” she demanded, her voice rough with sorrow.

Tabitha, lying on the long sofa, lifted her head. Missus Pike, who’d been stroking her daughter’s hair, froze. Alexander emerged from the small parlor, holding a quill that dripped ink on the floor.

“Did you know?” Hannah repeated, her entire body shaking, fists clenched.

“Know what?” Tabitha lay back down, begging wearily, “Please don’t shout. We all have aching heads.”

Speaking even louder, Hannah pointed at Missus Pike. “Did you know that my grandmother was dead?”

“She’s what?” Tabitha jolted upright.

Hannah fought against the waves of grief threatening to overcome her. “She’s dead and no one told me!”

Missus Pike went pale and gripped the edge of the sofa. “Calm down, Hannah.”

“Calm down?” Rage overpowered Hannah’s agony. “Answer my question: Did you know?”

A floorboard creaked as Alex retreated from the battlefield. This was when a proper lady’s maid would have tactfully backed out as well, to fetch her mistress a soothing drink. But I didn’t budge, for I shared Hannah’s anger and understood her sorrow. She needed an ally far more than a pot of tea.

“Mother?” Tabitha placed a hand on her mother’s knee. “You didn’t know about this, did you?”

“This is none of your concern,” Missus Pike told her crisply. “Go to bed, Tabitha. I’ll check on you soon.”

Tabitha recoiled from her mother, frowning. “Why won’t you answer Hannah’s question?”

Missus Pike was spared the need to respond by the arrival of the boys and Nyott Doubt. Looking weary, Benjamin disappeared upstairs without a word. Gilbert headed straight to the kitchen, unaware or unaffected by the strong sentiments that radiated from Hannah like the heat from a blazing bonfire.

The boys and Nyott had caught up to us just after Missus Miller told Hannah of her grandmother’s death. Hannah had given an anguished cry and run off as I explained the situation to Nyott. I’d shouted to him to care for the boys and followed her.

Now, Nyott joined us in the parlor, his gaze fixed on Hannah, who’d begun to pace furiously. “Please forgive my delay, Miss Sparhawk. Benjamin fell ill as we walked. Perhaps you should sit down.”

“No, I should not,” Hannah snapped.

Widow Nash limped in, seeming not to notice the tension in the room. “Elsbeth needs to milk the cow,” she announced. “Poor beast has been mooing for hours.”

“I must insist.” Nyott moved closer to Hannah. “Your senses are temporarily disordered by the shock. You must sit down before you have a fit or something.”

“Go away!” shouted Hannah. The last thing she needed was his doctoring rubbish. I blocked his path. “She asked you to leave, sir.”

“Isn’t Mister Doubt staying for dinner?” Widow Nash asked with surprise.

“It seems that…,” began Missus Pike.

Clenching and unclenching her fists, Hannah squeezed her eyes shut, as if trying to wish away the world.

“Mister Doubt isn’t staying for dinner.” Tabitha rose shakily to her feet. “Hannah must speak with Mother alone, so we should all leave.”

“Not Elsbeth.” Hannah opened her eyes. “Ruggles can wait.”

Tabitha paused in the doorway and said, “I am so sorry, Hannah. Come now, Mister Doubt, she desires us to leave.” With great reluctance, Nyott slowly followed her out of the room. Widow Nash walked a few steps behind him and closed the door as she left.

Hannah resumed her pacing. Missus Pike poured a glass of water from the carafe on the side table and carried it to the sofa. I had no notion of what was expected of me, so I stood by the door, heartsore for Hannah and confused by everything else.

“How did this happen?” Missus Pike asked me.

I explained our encounter with Missus Crandall and her daughter, who’d come to Boston to care for relatives who’d been inoculated.

“The ladies felt ghastly that they caused Hannah such distress,” I concluded.

“Indeed.” Missus Pike took a deep breath. “Your dismay is quite understandable, Hannah. But Mister Doubt was right, you really should sit down.”

Hannah ignored her, angrily wiping away the tears that had begun to fall.

“Shall I fetch you a handkerchief, miss?”

She shook her head so hard, the pins in her hair fell out, and her long hair tumbled down. She strode to the end of the room as if intent on breaking through the wall, but stopped just short of disaster.

“I must go home,” she said, voice cracking as she turned to face us. “I must visit her grave and talk to her friends and especially to her doctor.” Her breath came in hard shudders. “I want to sleep in my old bed. I want to sit in Grandmamma’s favorite chair, and… and…”

Hannah’s knees buckled, and she sank to the floor with a heart-piercing wail. Missus Pike stood, but instead of rushing over to offer comfort as I thought she would, she simply wrung her hands, without saying a word.

Hannah tilted back her head and howled in despair, the sound of a heart being ripped to shreds. No longer caring if maids weren’t allowed to do such things, I sat on the floor and wrapped my arms around her. She squeezed me tight and screamed for her grandmother until her voice gave out. Rocking back and forth, she breathed heavy for a few moments, a calm interlude soon broken as another thunderstorm of grief exploded, her muscles locked so tight that I feared her bones would break. I put my mouth to her ear and whispered, “Crying is good, crying helps. I won’t go, I promise,” while I rubbed small circles on her back.

I don’t know how long we stayed there. Each crest of sorrow was followed by a lull, the way a trough follows a steep, crashing wave. At some point, Missus Pike dragged a chair over and sat close to us, still silent. Eventually, the waves of anguish became smaller, and the troughs of calm stretched long and longer. Hannah began breathing slow and regular. The worst of the crisis seemed over, but I didn’t move.

She finally let go of me and sat up.

“Oh, miss,” I said, hastily untying my apron and handing it to her. “Use this as you would a handkerchief.”

She wiped off her face and neck. “Thank you, Elsbeth.”

Unsure what to say, I bowed my head. Earlier in the day, I’d felt at sea. Now it seemed that we’d crashed onto a rocky shoreline at the edge of an unfamiliar and harsh land.

“Please accept my deepest condolences on the loss of your grandmother, Hannah.” Missus Pike leaned over and took Hannah’s hand. “When Captain Hunter returns, all of your questions will be answered.”

“No!” Hannah snatched her hand away. “I can’t wait. I must leave for Rhode Island in the morning.”

“Remember, dear, the entire town is in quarantine.” Missus Pike sat back in the chair. “No one can leave Boston without a doctor’s note proving they are free of smallpox. Doctor Crookshank won’t write the note. No doctor, or person studying to be a doctor, will write it either, not even Mister Doubt.” She leaned forward, but didn’t try to touch Hannah again. “We’ve gone over this many times, my dear. Once you turn twenty-one, you will make your own decisions and enjoy the freedom you so desire. You only have five more years.”

Hannah leaned her forehead against my shoulder, trying to ignore this cold, hard truth.

I suddenly understood what lay underneath her changeable moods and occasional periods of wildness. Separated from her only kin, Hannah was unloved, unwanted, and helpless. I had to blink away my own tears; I knew exactly what that felt like.

“Beg pardon, ma’am,” I said. “But the captain is at sea. Doesn’t that mean that you’re her guardian now?”

“If only that were the case!” Missus Pike said, unexpectedly forceful. “Before the captain left, I asked him to appoint me as temporary guardian, just while he was at sea.” She paused, looking out the dark window.

“What did he say?” I prompted.

“Such an odious man,” she muttered, before turning to me. “He refused, saying that the female mind is incapable of managing such responsibility.” She stood up and shook out her skirts briskly. “We need some light in here, Elsbeth.”

By the time I’d lit the beeswax candles in the sconces on the walls and on the small tables next to the sofas, Missus Pike had returned to the sofa and picked up her embroidery. Hannah had risen too, drunk a glass of water, and sat directly opposite Missus Pike. It seemed like they were players on a chessboard; they’d moved to new spots, which somehow changed the game, but I knew nothing about chess and could not imagine what would happen next.

“When did you learn that she was dead?” Hannah’s rough voice cut through the air.

Pressing her lips tightly together, Missus Pike stuck her needle into the fine-woven linen and pulled it through the other side before speaking. “The captain and my husband insisted that I not tell you.” She slid the needle into the cloth again, back to front, made a knotted flower, then anchored it.

Hannah tensed again, but this time she was driven by anger not sorrow. Her leg began bouncing, rustling her skirt. “When?” she repeated.

“A few days after the captain’s first visit here.” Missus Pike finally raised her gaze and looked at Hannah. “I do apologize for hiding the truth from you. That was wrong.”

’Twas appalling enough that Hannah’s grandmother had died more than seven months earlier. But Missus Pike had known about it for weeks. What was the point in keeping this news a secret? It made no sense to me at all.

Hannah glanced at me, but I couldn’t tell if that meant I was supposed to do or say something. I moved a bit closer to her, just in case she needed to fall apart again.

Hannah swiped at her red nose with my apron. “Missus Miller said that new people have already moved in to Grandmamma’s house. Isn’t it my house now?” Hannah arched an eyebrow. “What happened to all of the furniture? Where are the portraits of my parents?”

As Missus Pike fumbled for an answer, Hannah shot to her feet, eyes blazing. “Here’s an easier question: Did that monster use my inheritance to buy up Mister Pike’s business? Is my money running your household?”

I gasped in shock. I’d never considered such a thing was possible.

“I’m not allowed to know our financial arrangements.” Missus Pike spoke quickly, keeping her eyes locked on her uneven stitches. “You must ask Captain Hunter and my husband when they return at summer’s end. Their absence is to your favor; it gives you time to mourn, time to think ahead.”

“I am always thinking ahead.” Stepping to the hearth, Hannah lifted one of the tall porcelain shepherdesses from the mantel. “What if I get married?”

Missus Pike lowered her needle. “I beg your pardon?”

Was Hannah thinking of Nyott Doubt?

“I could marry a kind man, one who would give me control over my fortune.” Hannah slowly spun the shepherdess. “I wouldn’t have to wait until I turn twenty-one. I’d be the mistress of my own life, soon as we wed.”

She was thinking of Nyott. Her mind was clouded with grief, and she was desperate for anything that might make her feel better.

“But, Hannah!” cried Missus Pike in exasperation. “You cannot marry without your guardian’s permission. You know that!”

Without any warning, Hannah threw the statue against the wall behind Missus Pike, who ducked with a gasp. It shattered into pieces that littered the bookcase and floor. Hannah grabbed a second shepherdess from the hearth.

Eager to stop her, I played the dumb maid. “Should I fetch some old crockery, Miss Hannah?” Looking her straight in the eye, I plucked the delicate statue from her hands. “Smashing things can be a great help in balancing violent emotions. Would you prefer plates or bowls?”

Hannah glared at me, but her shoulders slumped. “Neither. I’m fine.”

Anger had flared in Missus Pike’s face and sharpened the tone of her voice. “I knew a girl like you when I was young; clever and headstrong. She fell in love with a charming man who was handsome, but poor. Her family forbid the marriage, of course, so they ran off to a distant village to elope.”

“She sounds nothing like me,” Hannah spat out.

Missus Pike ignored the interruption. “Her family had anticipated this; her uncles followed the pair and stopped the wedding. Back home, the daughter continued rebelling. Her father finally talked to a judge, who agreed that the daughter’s disobedience was a clear sign of mental weakness. They sent her away to what they called a ‘house of rest,’ a place for people who have lost their minds. We never saw that girl again.” She set aside the embroidery and rose to her feet. “Captain Hunter will do the same thing to you, Hannah, without hesitation.”

“Balderdash,” Hannah muttered.

“ ’Tis the truth.” Missus Pike stepped quickly to the hearth and stood in front of Hannah. “That is why you must follow his rules, no matter how foolish or unfair they seem.”

Shaking with the violence of her emotions, Missus Pike raised her hand.

I was certain she’d slap Hannah. (Should I grab her arm? Should I push Hannah out of the way? What if Hannah hits her back?)

Instead, she gently wiped away Hannah’s tears.

“You are too old to indulge in temper tantrums,” Missus Pike said softly but firmly. “Breaking things feels good for a moment, but it’s the sort of thing that men point to when arguing that women are childish, irrational dolts.”

Hannah groaned. “So I’m a puppet, forced to dance to his tune?”

“Yes.” Missus Pike gave a sharp nod. “But only for five more years. Until then, do not let that man know what you’re thinking, or even that you can think at all.” Her face softened as she smoothed away the hair from Hannah’s face. “What cannot be cured, Hannah Sparhawk, must be endured.”

Missus Pike looked deep into Hannah’s eyes, until the girl reluctantly nodded. Then Missus Pike shifted her glance to me, preparing, I thought, to order me to fetch a broom or help with the boys. But she surprised me.

“My words apply to you as well, Elsbeth,” she said. “Though you occupy different stations in life, you and Hannah are both subject to rules that are unfair and cruel. Armed with that truth, I pray that your passage through life will be a bit easier than it would be if you grew up in ignorance.”

Before I could respond, the parlor door suddenly opened and Gilbert poked his head in. “Tabby puked in her bed and then Alex puked out his bedroom window. And then Tabby went to the outhouse and puked in the garden, and then she laid down on the ground because she was dizzy. Elsbeth has to clean everything up. That’s what Widow Nash said.”



Not even water would stay in Tabitha’s belly that evening. Between her tummy issues and the hullabaloo made by the boys at bedtime, the second floor was in an uproar for hours. In the middle of it all, Hannah announced that she was moving up to the attic for some peace and quiet. I paid no attention. My head was swimming with the remarkable events of the day, from cheering independency and the worry-tinged joy of seeing Shubel to the horror of watching Hannah’s world fall apart.

So, for the second time, I was startled to find Hannah Sparhawk in my territory, where she didn’t belong. She’d dragged her mattress up there by herself and laid it under the east window, in my little sewing nook. From my pallet, I could dimly make out her form in the shadows, twisting and rolling in an effort to get comfortable.

“I know that you’re still awake, miss,” I finally said. “I am truly sorry that your grandmother died and that Captain Hunter is such a treacherous brute.”

After a long, long pause, she murmured, “Thank you.”

She started crying a few moments later, though she tried to muffle the sound. I waited, hoping she’d fall into sleep, but her sobs came quicker. Without asking for permission, I carried my pallet across the attic, set it next to hers, and lay down. Hannah sniffed hard and wiped her face on her blanket. Not knowing what to say, I reached out and took hold of her hand.

(Do not mistake the evening’s events for the beginning of a true friendship. Hannah was highborn, heir to a tremendous fortune, overly fond of herself, and constantly critical of others. She saw me as a servant, a useful servant, but nothing more. I’ll admit that there was more to her than I’d first imagined. She was capable of great kindness, and when happy, her joy was contagious. But that did not change the rules of the world that we lived in, which Missus Pike had so eloquently pointed out.)

Eventually, her crying slowed, then stopped, and she breathed regular. Just as I thought she’d drifted off to sleep, she tightened her fingers around mine.

“I can’t hear the owls calling anymore,” she said. “That makes me rather sad.”

I squeezed her hand gently. “Me too.”
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29. A MISERY OF PIKES

FRIDAY, JULY 19–SUNDAY, JULY 21, 1776


THE LITTLE FOLKS ARE VERY SICK… AND PUKE EVERY MORNING, BUT AFTER THAT THEY ARE COMFORTABLE.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



Alexander Pike viewed smallpox as the enemy and his family as a small army under attack.

“Our very best weapon,” he explained to me gravely, “is a scientifical study of the inoculation process. Those eight charts”—he pointed to the makeshift table he’d built in his bedchamber, covered with a mountain of scientifical mess—“are the key to understanding inoculation better.”

“Yes, but your mother—”

“Understands nothing about science!” he exclaimed. “Please don’t touch anything on the table, Elsbeth. The charts, books, scrolls, pamphlets, newspapers, measuring devices, quills, inkpots—everything is in precisely the right place.”

I picked up a torn fragment of paper covered in tiny writing. “Is the proper place for this… whatever it is… on the floor with Benjamin’s dirty socks?”

He grabbed the scrap from me. “I’m still organizing my ideas,” he admitted. “Which is another good reason why you can’t clean in here, for at least the next month.”

“Rubbish and rot,” I spat, too tired and vexed to be polite. “A half-eaten meal hides underneath that confusion of papers. The food is molding—can’t you smell it? The mice certainly can. They’ve been feasting in here, which is why Slug scratches at your door all night long. Forgive my bluntness, Master Alexander, but what will happen to your scientifical study if the mice destroy all your wonderful charts and notes?”

“Fine,” he said, pouting with dejection. “You can clean enough to keep the mice away. But don’t move any of the books!”

In the charts, Alexander named Benjamin the “Advance Scout,” for he’d been the first to show symptoms. Howler, Tabitha, Missus Pike, and Alexander himself became the “First Company.” In the days that followed, they all passed through the early stage of fevers and pukes, a brave company of soldiers warring the disease.

I suppose that left Widow Nash as the camp cook and supply agent, since I’d been demoted to being the maid-of-all-things again. I didn’t enjoy cleaning up after a battalion of nauseous, feverish patients, but it wasn’t their fault. Doctor Crookshank was firm in his belief that a daily puke was quite healthful for smallpox patients. To my horror, he prescribed them some powders that made them vomit even more. Doctors should not be able to order such remedies, unless they help with the laundry.

In addition to the puking and sweats and chills that came with the fever, the Advance Scout and First Company of Pike Pox Patients ached all over. They had pains in their feet, ankles, and knees. It hurt to wiggle their stiff fingers, and it hurt not to wiggle them. Their elbows and shoulders throbbed, then the pain crawled up their spines and hatched violent headaches in their skulls. Taken together, they were a Misery of Pikes, a Fever of Pikes, and a Puke of Pikes. The day I confronted Alex about my need to tidy his bedchamber, he and his mother were the only ones who came down for meals. The next day, everyone stayed in bed.

Hannah was sick too, not with smallpox, but with the deepest sort of melancholy. Her grief about the death of her grandmother overwhelmed her spirit. For two days, she didn’t eat or drink. When I crawled in my bed to sleep, she lay staring at the ceiling, uninterested in conversation. When I woke, she was already in the parlor, sitting in a chair by the window. When Nyott visited, she refused to see him.

Three days after learning of her grandmother’s death, Hannah spoke for the first time. I was carrying a puke bucket downstairs, with Howler, drooling like a mad dog, wailing on my hip. When we got to the bottom, she peered into the babe’s open mouth.

“What are those bumps?” she asked.

“Smallpox,” I explained. “Starts in the mouth and hurts terrible. They’ll come out on his skin next.”

“Poor little cod, he looks so tired.”

“He only sleeps if someone is holding him,” I explained.

“I can help with that,” she said, taking him from me.

To my surprise and delight, Howler calmed down as soon as he was in her arms. “He just needs some attention,” she said sweetly, rubbing his back.

Hannah appointed herself as Howler’s constant companion, much to the relief of Missus Pike, who could barely get out of bed by herself. A more unlikely pair you could never imagine, but Hannah and Howler suited each other, mayhaps because they both understood the unpleasant feeling of being misunderstood.

It wouldn’t have been appropriate for Howler to sleep in the attic, or for Hannah to sleep in the boys’ bedchamber, so Missus Pike gave permission for the two of them to sleep in the library until Howler recovered. Nyott helped Hannah and me move the large desk out of the library and into the dining room. I thought she’d be fine sleeping on her mattress laid on the floor, but Nyott disagreed, so we had to carry her bed frame down too. I added a rocking chair, pillows, Howler’s toys, and a small table, which made the space quite cozy.

Hannah walked in with Howler as I was dusting the last shelf of Judge Bellingham’s books.

“Oh, this is much better,” she exclaimed, smiling for the first time in days. “Well done, Elsbeth. I can’t decide if we should call it a library-bedchamber or a bedchamber-library.”

“Mayhaps we should just call it Hannah’s room.”

“Oh, yes, I like that,” she said, looking around. “A pity that most of the books are so dull.”

“If I may.” I pulled one from the shelf. “I wonder if one or two might help you.”

She wiped a string of drool off Howler’s chin. “Help with what?”

“Help you rebel against being a puppet.” I took a deep breath. “Captain Hunter has lied to you countless times. I know nothing about guardians or law, but I figure that a guardian ought to be honest in his dealings. Mebbe one of these law books holds the answer, a rule or circumstance that would allow you to change guardians.”

“But look how thick it is,” she said, grimacing. “It’s too heavy for me to hold it and Howler at the same time.”

“I could prop it up on the table. You could rock Howler and read at the same time.”

“Hmmm,” she said skeptically. “Perhaps I could try. But, please, don’t call him Howler anymore. He’s a sweet little chap, when you give him the chance.” She kissed the top of his head. “Henceforth, I shall call him only Tillinghast.”



There were no more family dinners, not with everyone upstairs in their bedchambers. Nyott or Doctor Crookshank stopped by daily to check on the progress of the patients. They both insisted that the Pikes should take walks in the fresh air or be driven in a chaise if they were too weak. I’m sure that was good advice, but no one could even walk to the privy, much less go for a health-improving stroll. There was not a Pike horse in the barn yet, nor was there a chaise or any opportunity of renting one. The sick all stayed in their beds.

Doctor Crookshank was quite concerned about Missus Pike; her fever burned hotter than her children’s, and her excruciating headaches could have been a sign that she was suffering from two diseases at the same time. He decided to bleed her, in an attempt to reduce the pains in her head and back. I brought up a basin of water and a clean cloth, and helped him prop her up against the pillows. In truth, she was half-stupefied by the high fever and seemed not to know what we were doing, until the doctor rolled up her sleeve. Then her eyes snapped open and she yanked her arm away from his grasp.

“What is the meaning of this, sir?” she asked.

“You need to be bled, madam,” he explained. “It will ease your discomfort a bit.”

“Will it make the course of the disease go faster?” she asked. (I thought this a rather good question.)

He shook his head. “Smallpox takes its time to fully infect a body. Then it must ferment and erupt, before it can begin to heal.”

She struggled against the pillows until she was sitting up straighter. “First, you put pox pus into my arm, and now you want to drain blood out of it. No, thank you, Doctor Crookshank. I prefer my blood to stay where it is.”
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30. SHEEP’S CLOTHING

MONDAY, JULY 22–FRIDAY, JULY 26, 1776


FOR THERE IS MUCH TRUTH IN THE ITALIAN SAYING, MAKE YOURSELVES SHEEP AND THE WOLVES WILL EAT YOU.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN TO THOMAS CUSHING



Still showing no signs of infection, Gilbert became Alexander’s assistant. Given the task of counting each patient’s pox, Gil stared at his family endlessly, convinced that if the pox didn’t boil to the surface like hot soup, it might suddenly pop up, the way dried corn explodes when thrown into a fire. He was bitterly disappointed when the first sign of the pox looked more like flea bites. Painful flea bites, to be sure, constantly burning like embers on the skin. Over a few days, the red marks grew to the size of flower seeds, then swelled up until they looked like plump peas under the skin. Gilbert was even more disappointed that he didn’t have any pox at all and required a third inoculation.

Salves and ointments would be needed once everyone’s pox had fully erupted, so Widow Nash wrote out a list of ingredients and reluctantly sent me to the apothecary late one afternoon. (Chatting with the apothecary’s wife was Widow Nash’s favorite amusement, but she was cooking a large vat of rhubarb and plums that day, and was certain that I’d ruin it.)

’Twas the first time I’d left Summer Street since the day the Declaration was read. I walked at a turtle’s pace, grateful for the clean salt air and the feel of the sun.

The apothecary shop took up the front room of Mister Temple’s house. The wall behind the counter had three long shelves filled with glass, ceramic, and stone jars, some with labels written in a language I couldn’t read. The bottom half of the wall was filled with drawers that held all sorts of dried plants, roots, seeds, stones, powders, and other medicinal mysteries. The room was busier than I’d ever seen it and smelled delightfully of the lemon that Missus Temple was grating into a bowl, next to the apprentice who was crushing bits of deer’s horn in a mortar with a pestle.

Mister Temple, a reedy man with jet-black hair whose speech was flavored with an Irish accent, worked slowly and methodically, which earned him my gratitude. Every moment I waited in the shop felt like a carefree hour of leisure, for no one was yelling my name, in need of help. He took his time looking over his inventory, before taking down an assortment of jars and lining them up on the counter. One by one, he opened the jars and carefully measured out the necessary ingredients: bark from a willow tree, Peruvian bark (that came from faraway Peru, but I’d never heard what sort of tree it grew on), yellow moss from an ash tree, juniper berries, nutmeg, and a vial of castoreum oil. (Nyott swore up and down that castoreum came from the backsides of beavers, but I was certain he fabricated the tale.)

“I’m expecting jalap powder and cinnamon soon,” Mister Temple said. “But what you’ve got here will certainly help.” He wrote down the details of the order and the amount owed on Mister Pike’s page in an account book. (The highborn preferred to pay later.)

As I filled my basket with the ingredient packets, he pointed to the middle shelf. “Would you like a few bottles of Turlington’s Balsam of Life?” he asked. “Won’t help with the pox, but it’s a good remedy to have on hand, especially in a house with small children.”

“Thank you, sir, but I don’t dare buy anything that’s not on Widow Nash’s list.”

“Well done, lass,” said Missus Temple, setting down her lemon grater. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that. Please pass along my best regards. Has she had trouble finding onions for her poultices?”

“I’m afraid ours vanished in the night—the work of a thief, I wager, not rabbits.”

“Same thing happened to folks on Milk Street,” Mister Temple said. “Onions are as scarce as hen’s teeth right now, that accounts for the thieving of them.”

Missus Temple picked up another lemon. “Epidemics bring out the best in some folks,” she said, shaking her head, “and the worst in others.”



After dark, once the patients were all dozing fretfully in their beds, Widow Nash and I transformed the kitchen into our own sort of apothecary. I built a fast-burning fire on the left side of the hearth for the remedies that required boiling: willow bark in one pot, and feverfew plants in another. On the other side of the hearth burned a lazy, low fire over which we slowly melted beeswax and lard, together with a gray weed I’d never seen before and some powdered hartshorn.

While Widow Nash tended the pots, stirring and sniffing and occasionally adding more ingredients, I chopped lovage leaves that would soak in wine overnight and be laid on Missus Pike’s pox in the morning. The room smelled delightful strong of mint, for we’d also made mint jelly to soothe all the sore throats upstairs.

“Did your mother make up remedies like this when your family had smallpox?” Widow Nash asked.

The question jolted me. Widow Nash had never been one for conversation.

“She made broths and mint tea,” I said cautiously. “But then she fell ill, with the worst sort of pox, the kind that covers the entire body….” I swallowed hard. “Pappa tried his best, and a neighbor sent over food, but she died quick. My brothers and sister followed her soon after.”

Nash added more lard to the pan. “Did your father get sick too?”

“No, ma’am, he’d had it as a boy. Felt terrible guilty, for he thought that he’d brought it home from the loft where he worked. Momma tried to shush him, she said that plenty of folks were sick in our corner of town.” I dropped a handful of lovage into the bowl of wine, adding, “He still feels guilty.”

“Why hasn’t your father—”

A sharp knock on the kitchen door interrupted her before she could finish. The door swung open, and my nightmare stepped in.

“Good evening, ladies!” Billy Rawdon said cheerfully. “Smells delicious in here!”

The sight of him, wearing a stolen shirt, filthy haversack over his shoulder, froze me in place, unable to breathe or move even a finger. I’d told him not to come to the house. Was he here to betray me?

Widow Nash squinted, trying to better see him in the half-light from the fire and candles. “Who’s that?”

“ ’Tis Willy Burton, ma’am. We first met in the barn, remember?” Rawdon said smoothly.

She raised the fireplace poker like it was a sword. “You’ve no business barging in here at this hour.”

The sound of her voice, trembling with fear, freed me. I picked up the knife and held it behind me. “You need to leave,” I said firmly.

Ignoring me, he walked closer to the firelight and took off his cap. “We also spoke a few days back, at the market. You were upset because there were no onions for sale.”

He talked to her at the market? What was he plotting?

The scoundrel bowed to the housekeeper. “I’m a friend of Elsbeth’s father, ma’am, remember?”

She lowered the poker a bit. “I do remember you. But you’ve no call to barge into my kitchen this way.” She glared at me. “Did you invite him here?”

“I came to see you, Widow Nash.” Rawdon opened his haversack and held it out to her. “Thought these might come in handy.”

“Onions!” Widow Nash exclaimed.

Rawdon upended the bag, and more than a dozen dirty, undersized onions, stalk still attached, tumbled onto the table. He’d stolen them, probably from our very own garden.

“Did those fall off the back of a wagon?” I asked rudely. “And you just happened to find them?”

“Enough, Elsbeth!” hissed Widow Nash. “How much do you want for them?” she asked Rawdon. “I won’t pay more than they’re worth, mind.”

Pretending to be insulted by the suggestion, Rawdon protested, “Oh, nothing at all, ma’am! These are a gift, so you can make poultices.”

Widow Nash gave a little grunt, picked out an onion, and smelled it for freshness. “Well, thank you, Mister Burton. Your generosity is much appreciated.”

Rawdon put on his cap. “Happy to be of help, ma’am. Apologies for the late hour. I’ll be on my way.” He opened the door and looked back at me. “Hope to see you very soon, Elsbeth. I’ve remembered a few stories about your father you might enjoy.”

His bland words were flavored with poisonous meaning.

As the door closed behind him, Widow Nash pointed at the three-legged iron skillet on the wall. “Set that over the fire, rinse the onions, and slice them thin.”

We worked in silence as I followed her orders, straining my brain as I tried to understand why Rawdon was worming his way into Widow Nash’s good graces. Was he planning on robbing the house? If so, I’d no doubt that he’d ensure that the blame fell on me.

She waited until I began cutting the onions, then said, “Slice those thin enough to see through them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said woodenly.

She dipped a big spoon in the willow bark pot. “That Mister Burton is a curious character, don’t you think?”

Not trusting myself to speak casually of the fellow, I simply shrugged.

“Told me that he’s helping you recover some of your father’s belongings.” She blew on the hot spoon, then tasted the liquid. “That seems mighty friendly, especially since he knows next to nothing about the man.”

I could feel her eyes on me, watching for a reaction that would betray fear or guilt. I concentrated on the onion as if my life depended on it, slicing it dangerously close to my fingertips.

“Mister Burton is doubtless a scoundrel, that’s why I questioned him so close.” She poured honey into the pot and stirred. “He lied and lied again when I asked about your father’s voyage.”

Did she know about the shirts? Had she guessed that Pappa was missing? I scraped the slices from the cutting board to the bowl, then reached for the next onion, fighting the urge to run out the door.

Widow Nash shoveled some embers to the back of the hearth.

“When I first arrived here, Mister Pike told me that your father was at sea. I didn’t give it a second thought until that Burton creature started coming around.” She brushed the ash from her hands. “But he got me to wondering. Shouldn’t your father be back by now? Aren’t you worried, afraid that he’s been captured, or sunk?”

I put down the knife. “He’s on a whaling ship, ma’am. Could be months before he returns. But yes, ma’am, I am worried. I fret every day and pray for him every night.”

“Curious that he went away without securing a position for you. That he’d leave a girl your age on her own.”

“Not curious at all,” I lied. “Pappa cannot see into the future. No one can.”

“Hmmm.” She tasted the willow bark water again and moved the pot off the fire to cool. “Mister Burton reminded me that your father was a sailmaker. Why would a sailmaker with a motherless child go back to sea?”

Worry roiled again in my belly. How much does she know?

I started peeling the onion. “A clever captain always wants a man aboard who can repair sails, as well as do the work of an ordinary sailor.” I blinked away some tears; this onion was stronger than the others. “His captain values Pappa’s skills and pays extra for them.”

“I suppose that might explain it. But something about your story doesn’t smell right, does it?” Nash grabbed a handful of onion slices from the bowl and tossed them in the skillet, where they popped and sizzled in the hot lard. “I can’t prove it yet, but when I do, your backside will be on the street in the blink of an eye. Trust me when I say that, lass, for it is the truth.”
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31. ACTS OF LIBERTY

SATURDAY, JULY 27, 1776


I EVEN THREATENED FOMENTING A REBELLION IN CASE WE [WOMEN] WERE NOT CONSIDERED, AND ASSURED HIM WE WOULD NOT HOLD OURSELVES BOUND BY ANY LAWS IN WHICH WE HAD NEITHER A VOICE, NOR REPRESENTATION.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO MERCY OTIS WARREN



Though certain that Rawdon would appear in the barn at dawn, I’d no chance to plan for his arrival. Ruggles must have sensed my uneasiness; she butted her head against me as I cleaned out her stall and wouldn’t stop until I scratched her head for an uncommonly long time. When she was satisfied, she licked my hand with her rough tongue, giving me permission to milk her. Even better, Rawdon did not show up, thank goodness. I left the barn feeling a bit better than I had when I walked in.

Sadly, the sensation didn’t last long.

The Pikes were already awake, restless and terribly uncomfortable. They called for me because they were too hot, or too cold, or bored, or frightened, all of them unable to escape their discomfort. They needed water, food, cool cloths for their foreheads, and chamber pots for their other end. I knew what they were going through. I remembered all too well the horrible sensations of heat, pain, and the frightening twitchiness running under the skin as the pox grew. Though inoculation gave most folks a much milder case of smallpox, ’twas still a miserable ordeal.

The Pikes had every reason to call for my help, but tarnation, how I dreaded those stairs. I’d been up and down that blasted staircase so many times, I thought sure my legs would shatter. I wanted to add a column for “number of trips up the stairs” to Alexander’s smallpox observations. I’d ask him to perform the necessary calculation to confirm that I’d climbed as far as the distance to the moon.

That morning, my tired legs betrayed me. I tripped on the second stair from the top whilst carrying a tray full of breakfast. Six bowls of oatmeal crashed into sticky shards, the spoons tumbling merrily down to the front hall. No voice from a single bedchamber inquired about the noise or if I’d been injured. Widow Nash, however, bustled out of the kitchen.

“You clumsy oaf!” she scolded.

You heartless, spiteful tyrant, thought I as loud as words could be thought and still remain in my head.

“My apologies, ma’am.” I started picking up the mess. “Why don’t we move all the children downstairs? That would make it much easier to care for them.”

She glared at me in silence for an uncomfortably long time, then glanced upstairs. “I don’t want to disturb Missus Pike with what I’m about to say. Follow me.”

Once we were behind the barn, the housekeeper turned her wrath on me, criticizing my rebellious nature, my habits of sloth and sneakiness, and my untidy hair. She called me saucy, disobedient, and obstreperous. (I didn’t know what that last word meant, but it didn’t sound like a compliment.)

She paused only for a deep breath, then started in again. “You are an ungrateful chit, untrustworthy, deceitful, and…”

My ears closed as she blathered on and on, waving her arms like an angry goose protecting its nest. I should have pretended to be ashamed and contrite, but I was exhausted from too much work and too little sleep. The only thing that kept me from uncorking months of frustration and snapping at her was my apprehension about the way she’d questioned me about Pappa the night before. So, I stood like a stone until her rage was spent, then curtsied and went back to work.

Widow Nash remained peevish the rest of the morning. After lunch, she took Gilbert to the post office and shops. I sighed with relief as soon as the door closed behind them.

But before I could revel in the luxury of a Nash-free house, Hannah called to me from the dining room. “I need you, Elsbeth.”

She was sitting at the head of the table, which was covered by all the silk cloth Captain Hunter had brought her from France—tawny pumpkin, acorn brown, mulberry red, the blue of a winter sky, and a strange shade of green—laid out like the stripes of a rainbow. She started to speak, but fell into a long fit of coughing.

“Are you ill, Miss Hannah?” I asked.

“A summer cold, terribly annoying.” She gently touched her throat. “Feels like I’ve swallowed glass.”

I felt her forehead. “You’re feverish, miss.”

She pushed away my hand. “I’m overheated because of this devilish weather, that’s all. But we shan’t talk of it. The last thing you need is another patient.”

“Has a seamstress finally come to town?” I nodded toward the cloth.

Hannah pointed up, indicating Missus Pike’s bedchamber above us, and whispered, “Is she awake?”

I shook my head. “Napping, like the children. They all had a dreadful night.”

“Good. Sit down. We have much to discuss.”

“Beg pardon, miss, but I have many chores to finish before Widow Nash returns.”

“What could be more important than a conversation with me? Certainly not the dratted Nash!”

I tried again, hoping that if I amused her, she might release me. “Miss Hannah, if I don’t clean out the chicken coop, they’ll revolt and stop laying eggs.”

“Sit down, Elsbeth,” she said firmly. “I promise to be quick.”

“Yes, miss.” It felt strange to sit at the dining room table, but I didn’t have a choice, did I? (In truth, ’twas not strange at all, but rather nice.)

“Those law books you suggested”—she paused to sniff—“are impossible to read. I tried, I truly did.” She sneezed violently, then tidied her nose with a handkerchief. “But the judge’s journals are much easier to understand.”

“You read his journals?”

“Sadly, they contain nothing scandalous. Mostly notes about his trials, when he was lawyer. A few were actually interesting.” She dabbed at her nose again. “Reading them convinced me that you were right. I’m quite sure that Captain Hunter has acted illegally in his role as my guardian. I intend to call him to account, and that’s why I must speak with a lawyer. What say you to that?”

I straightened the length of pumpkin-colored silk threatening to spill off the table. “I know nothing of such matters, Miss Hannah. Might Missus Sheaffe know of a lawyer, or Missus Rowe?”

“I can’t ask them.” She briefly rubbed the back of her neck. “A Boston lawyer will side with Captain Hunter, because of his connections to Mister Pike. I must look elsewhere for someone to trust. My plan is to sneak out before dawn, walk to Roxbury, and take the stagecoach to Providence. The family’s reputation there will ensure that I obtain reliable advice. By the time Missus Pike realizes I’m gone, I’ll be miles away and out of her reach.” She blew her nose again. “Once the Pikes have recovered from the pox, I’ll make arrangements for you to join me in Rhode Island.” She gave a little shiver of excitement, or perhaps fever. “You’ll never be scolded by Widow Nash again. Won’t that be nice?”

“Beg pardon, but you can’t walk to Roxbury, Miss Hannah.”

“I’m not that sick—’tis just a sore throat and a damp nose, nothing more.”

“No, miss, I was talking about the doctor’s certificate. You can’t get one because you live in a house with smallpox patients.”

“What doctor’s certificate?” she asked, truly puzzled.

“When you learned about your grandmother—” I hesitated, not wanting to cause her more distress. “When you demanded to go to Rhode Island, Missus Pike explained that the law requires everyone to stay here, so the smallpox won’t spread to other towns.”

“My memories of… what she said are hazy.” Frowning, she lightly ran her hand over the green silk in front of her. “But now that you mention it, I do remember something about Boston being closed off.”

I quickly summarized what Missus Pike had said, ending with, “It will be at least a month, maybe two, before you can leave.”

“Pish and bother.” She shoved the cloth away and slumped back in the chair, her face a study of frustration.

“If I may ask, Miss Hannah”—I gestured to the table—“what does silk fabric have to do with consulting a lawyer in Rhode Island?”

Wiping her nose, she gave a half cough to clear her throat. “After I consulted a lawyer there, I’d planned on visiting a seamstress, too. I brought these down to decide which color to take with me.” She held the green silk up to her face. “Does this suit me? Don’t be polite, I require the truth.”

“ ’Tis an unusual variety of green,” I said (in truth, it made her look bilious, like she needed a puke bucket), “too much like seaweed for my taste. But the blue matches your eyes.”

She held out the green silk. “Take it. Use it to make an apprentice piece, a skirt, or a short gown for yourself. It won’t matter if you make any mistakes.”

“Very generous of you, miss, but it will be a while before I master the skills of silk-work.”

“Possibly.” She stood and draped the green silk around my neck like a shawl. “But you should still try. You must start thinking of your future, Elsbeth. And mine.”




[image: ]

32. ACTS OF REVENGE

SATURDAY, JULY 27–WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, 1776


LET YOUR ATTENTION THEREFORE BE FIXED ON THE BEHAVIOR OF SERVANTS AND THEIR TREATMENT FROM THEIR MASTERS AND MISTRESSES. IN SHORT, DOMESTIC MORALITY OUGHT TO BE YOUR PRINCIPAL STUDY, AND YOU OUGHT NOT TO SUFFER ONE CHARACTER IN THE DRAMA OF A FAMILY, TO BE UNEXAMINED.

—JOHN ADAMS TO HIS NIECES



That night was again hot and oppressive, making the poxy Pikes itch, squirm, and shed a few tears of frustration, even Alexander, whose pox-ridden hands ached so much, he asked me to write the day’s notes in his chart. It didn’t take long, but was a pleasant change from my other duties. I spent the rest of the night trying to cool down the uncomfortable patients by fanning them until my arms were ready to fall off.

Widow Nash was the only person who went to church the next day, taking with her a large basket packed with baked custards to take to Reverend Gorton’s house after the services.

“The poor man’s wife and mother are suffering terrible from their inoculations,” she declared, tying on her bonnet. “I’ll likely sit with them for a few hours.” She picked up her basket. “I expect you to manage properly while I’m gone.”

“I fear that I’m not up to the task, ma’am,” I said with exaggerated concern. “But I shall do my very best.”

She scrutinized me sharply (I may have overplayed my false sincerity) before she opened the door. “That’s what I’m worried about.”



Assured of Nash’s prolonged absence, I launched the day’s plan of battle by taking a generous bowl of rice and broth up to Missus Pike.

“The chickens are already hiding in the shade, ma’am,” I said, setting the tray on her lap.

“Indeed?” she asked in a weak voice.

“Birds are weather-wise. Them being in the shade is a sign that today will be much hotter than yesterday.” I went to the window closest to her bed and acted as if I couldn’t open it, as if it were stuck closed on account of the damp night air. “I fear the heat will take a toll on the children.”

She motioned for me to take away the tray, without even trying a bite. “Inoculation seems better suited to wintertime.”

“I agree, ma’am.” I set the tray on the table next to the bed. “Some families under inoculation have moved the sick out of their bedchambers downstairs to the parlor. The cooler air on the first floor makes them more comfortable.”

Missus Pike frowned and flung off the thin blanket. “But there are no bedchambers on the first floor.”

I repeated my play-acting at the next window. “I’ve heard that the folks on Queen Street are using their spacious parlors for this very temporary situation. Not only is the air cooler, but the shared companionship of being in the same room helps keep spirits high.”

(I did not mention that it also made life easier for overworked maidservants.)

“Indeed,” she remarked. “But we require beds, Elsbeth.”

“Absolutely, ma’am.” I closed the curtains and turned around. “The mattresses can be easily moved. I imagine such a novelty will delight the children. In addition…” I hesitated, before continuing on, “That is to say, if I might be so bold…”

“Speak your mind.” She flapped her hand in irritation. “I am too wretched for overlong conversation.”

I stood by her bed and used my most earnest, convincing manner. “The large parlor would suit the children, but you should have the small parlor all to yourself, ma’am. The windows in there catch a lovely breeze from the harbor, and with the chairs removed, there will be plenty of room for anything you require. Plus, it has a thick door that closes, which will provide you with much-needed peace and quiet.”

She smiled a generous smile of true feeling. “That is an excellent suggestion, Elsbeth. You may proceed with your plan.”



’Twas less excellent than I’d hoped.

Between the carrying of breakfast trays and emptying of chamber pots and setting stained sheets to soak and negotiating a truce between Alexander and Benjamin, it took an hour before I could even move the chairs out of the small parlor. Widow Nash would return long before I could move everyone downstairs unless I had some help.

When Hannah and Howler emerged from the library, rubbing the sleep from their eyes, I served them oatmeal in the dining room with Gilbert, who was quite annoyed that Widow Nash had left him behind. Once the boys were busy eating, I explained my plan for the occupation of the parlors to Hannah.

“What say you, miss?” I asked, once I’d finished.

She sneezed three times in a row, then had a coughing spell. By the sound of it, her cold had settled deep in her lungs.

“I say huzzah for your practical suggestion,” she finally answered. “But I sense you desire more from me than that.”

“I pray you, Miss Hannah,” I started delicately. “Is it possible that you might assist me?”

She coughed again. “What, shall I scrub the pots?”

That would be helpful.

“Not at all, miss,” I lied. “I thought, mayhaps, you might sit with the boys, or at least keep Gilbert from bothering his brothers so I can finish the preparations.”

“But the boys don’t like me,” she pointed out. (’Twas true.)

“I’ll be swift as a hawk,” I promised.

Missus Pike kindly sat up in an armchair while I hauled her mattress and other necessaries down to the small parlor. She gave a chirp of delight when she walked into the room, for it was, indeed, much cooler. I repeated the exercise for the children, bringing down first Tabitha, then Alexander, and finally Benjamin and even Gilbert, though he still hadn’t shown any signs of illness. The poxy ones moaned and grumbled about the move, and poor Benjamin chose to go down the stairs on his rear end, for the few pox on the bottom of his feet were uncomfortable. But all the complaints stopped when they realized that the temporary hospital parlor was a vast improvement over their stuffy and overheated bedchambers.

I then set dining room chairs next to each mattress for use as small tables. At midday, I served them eggs poached in broth and cider cold from the cellar. The ease of feeding them without clambering up the staircase like a weary goat proved my experiment a resounding success.

As you might imagine, Widow Nash disagreed.

When she returned to find all the children in the parlor, she stomped up the stairs to complain to Missus Pike. When she stomped back down a moment later, Tabitha pointed her to the small parlor, where she could find her mistress. Whatever conversation the two women had, I couldn’t hear a word of it, for that door was indeed quite thick. I braced myself for another bout of criticism, but Nash said nothing to me when she emerged. She didn’t say anything to me for the rest of the evening, though I did catch her watching me with a strange smile on her face.

Everyone slept better that night. Especially me. Even though I slept on my pallet in the front hall in case of emergency, no one called for me, not even once.



The next day, Gilbert awoke miserable, feverish, and too tired to even sit up. Doctor Crookshank examined him (with Nyott Doubt close by his side) late in the afternoon and proclaimed that smallpox was finally working in Gil’s little body. This came as a tremendous relief to everyone, except Gilbert.

As the doctor examined the rest of the family, Tabitha noted his observations on Alexander’s chart for her brother. The pustules on all of the Pikes had hardened with a noxious yellow fluid that occasionally leaked onto their bedding and clothes. Missus Pike had twenty-seven pox. Tabitha had eighty, though it was hard to count those hiding in her hair. Alexander told the doctor he had two dozen multiplied by two. Benjamin had nearly one hundred, but Howler had only eleven.

“See those?” Doctor Crookshank asked Nyott as he pointed to two pox under Benjamin’s chin. “Those are at full maturity and will soon start scabbing. The course of the disease when patients are under inoculation is generally predictable and easy to manage.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nyott. “Most instructive.”

Doctor Crookshank closed his instrument case and looked around the converted parlor. “My compliments to you, Widow Nash,” he said to the housekeeper. “Our patients here are already benefiting from the cool and healthful air. Moving them down here was a very good idea.”

(No, I could not keep the grin off my face. I didn’t even try.)

“I must now take my leave,” the doctor continued. “If Missus Pike will allow, you are welcome to stay, Mister Doubt, for we’ve no more patients to see today. In fact, I promised my wife that I’d be home for dinner.”

As Nyott looked at me imploringly, I heard Hannah coughing in the library.

“Fetch the doctor’s hat, lass,” Widow Nash told me.

“I pray you, Doctor, could you observe one more patient?” I asked. “Miss Hannah has been feeling rather poorly.”

“No need to waste your time, Doctor Crookshank,” said Widow Nash. “Hannah just has a summer fever.”

“But Miss Sparhawk’s humors are still out of balance from the shock of her grandmother’s death,” Nyott urgently reminded the doctor. “Wouldn’t that complicate her health, sir, making a summer fever dangerous?”

“Don’t fret, Mister Doubt,” the doctor said. “I’ll have a look.”

’Twas a shockingly brief examination. When he came out of the library (barely a minute after he’d entered), Doctor Crookshank nodded to Widow Nash. “You were right, madam,” he said. “Summer fever. But she has a bad case of it, I will admit. Make Howler sleep with the other children, so Miss Sparhawk is assured of a good night’s rest.”

“But, sir—” started Nyott, brow furrowed with concern.

“Remain calm, young Doubt, all is well,” said Doctor Crookshank as I handed him his hat. “I shall return in the morning.”

As Widow Nash closed the door behind the doctor, I braced myself for the customary scolding. Instead, she again smiled at me, a most unnerving sight.

“So kind of you, Elsbeth, to be concerned for Miss Sparhawk’s health,” she said. “I’ll cook up some barley water and chamomile for her right now. You take care of the cow.”



I greeted Ruggles and scratched her forehead while I told her about the doctor’s visit. She did not express any opinions other than annoyance with the heat and the flies buzzing around her face. To my surprise, Nyott didn’t stop by the barn to chat with me about Miss Hannah, as I figured he would. I thought maybe he’d gone straight back to his home, but when the milk pail was nearly full, I heard him in the kitchen. That is to say, I thought I heard his voice, but I was confused, for I’d never heard Nyott Doubt shout at anyone, much less at a man whose voice I did not recognize.

When I finished, I gave Ruggles a pat and carried the pail outside. At the same moment, a stone-faced fellow carrying the musket and cartridge case of a soldier walked out of the kitchen door, followed by Nyott and Widow Nash.

“Elsbeth!” called Widow Nash cheerfully. “You need to go with this fellow.”

“Why?” I stopped, suddenly gripped with fear. “Has something happened to Shubel? Is he hurt?”

“Oh, this is a different matter entirely,” Widow Nash said in an oddly cheerful manner.

The soldier stopped in front of me. “Elsbeth Culpepper, you have been summoned to a meeting of the Committee of Correspondence, Inspection, and Safety,” he explained. “It is my duty to escort you there.”

I chuckled and walked around him; the milk needed to get in the house before the heat spoiled it. “Someone is teasing you, sir.” I glanced at Nyott. “Is this one of Miss Sparhawk’s pranks?”

“No, Elsbeth,” Nyott said gravely. “This is not a joke; ’tis a profoundly serious matter. He showed me the paper summoning you.”

“We must leave at once, miss,” the soldier insisted. “They’re waiting for you.”

“You heard the man, Elsbeth, away you go.” The smug look on Widow Nash’s face sent a chill through me. “I’ll take in the milk.”

“What is this nonsense about?” I demanded.

“The committee investigates traitors,” the soldier explained. “People who give information to the British.”

My mouth went suddenly dry. “Then someone has made a mistake, sir. Please tell your committee that I am a kitchen maid, caring for a family under inoculation. You have been sent on a fool’s errand.”

The soldier’s response was to take hold of my arm.

“You do not have a choice, Elsbeth,” Nyott said, looking like he wanted to punch the soldier in the mouth. “You are accused of being a spy.”
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33. SEA OF SUSPICION

WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, 1776


A NUMBER OF LETTERS, BROUGHT BY ONE JONES FROM HALIFAX VIA EASTWARD, AND SENT TO THIS COMMITTEE FOR THEIR INSPECTION, WERE EXAMINED….

—NOTES OF THE BOSTON COMMITTEE OF CORRESPONDENCE, INSPECTION & SAFETY



The wind picked up as the soldier and I walked through town. He wouldn’t answer any of my questions, which annoyed me greatly, but his silence gave me the chance to ponder how a mistake like this could have been made. I surely didn’t know any traitors. Mister Pike was a proven friend to the Patriot cause. Nyott Doubt had worked for the British Army during the siege, but near everybody who stayed in town did, with little choice in the matter. Perhaps they had questions about Judge Bellingham?

I hadn’t come up with any answers by the time we reached Faneuil Hall, a massive brick building that squatted atop the marketplace on Dock Square. The first flight of stairs brought us to a massive hall, its wood-paneled walls scarred by British axes. The next flight took us to a narrow, stuffy hallway. At the end of it, the soldier knocked on a door, opened it, and announced, “Last one for today, gentlemen.”

“Finally!” exclaimed a voice inside.

To my surprise, the soldier whispered, “Good luck,” to me, before saying loudly, “In you go, miss.”

As I entered the chamber, the brisk wind blew through the open windows, scattering the piles of papers on the table that filled the center of the room. The three gentlemen seated there leapt up and chased after them as I watched, unsure if I should help. One man was sensible enough to slam the windows shut. Once the papers floated to the floor like October leaves, the gentlemen retrieved them, dumped them on the table, and returned to their seats.

On account of the heat, they’d all removed their jackets, but kept their long waistcoats buttoned up. The man who’d closed the windows had also rolled up his sleeves to his elbows. He was the first one to look at me, a sweaty, lanky man whose gray wig was pushed so far back, his own hair, as dark and spiky as porcupine quills, could be seen.

“But you’re just a lass,” he said, turning to the spectacles-wearing fellow who was frantically sorting through the mess of papers in front of him. “Who’s wasting our time with this, Evans?”

Mister Evans adjusted his spectacles. “The accusations leveled against her are quite strong,” he replied, in the high-and-mighty tone of the upper sort. “They come from a very well-regarded informant.”

The third man ignored them both, asking, “What is your full name, lass?”

“Elsbeth Malona Culpepper, sir.”

He dipped his quill in the inkpot and wrote something on the clean sheet of paper in front of him. “Do you know why you’re here, Miss Culpepper?”

“I figure you want me to clean this chamber, sir. I’m happy to help, of course, but those marks on the walls won’t wash off. They need a fresh coat of paint.”

He frowned. “Are you being impertinent?”

“No, sir.”

(I should have stopped right there, but my mouth kept running on, for I was skittish and fretful, and when in such a state, ’tis hard to control the words waterfalling from my mouth.)

“It’s just that Mister Pike isn’t here, he’s my master, and I thought that he would be. Who else would call for me to clean a chamber such as this? Also, he’s been in Watertown, on account of the gentlemen of the Massachusetts Assembly asked him to sort out the bad Loyalists from the Loyalists who came to their senses, which seems to be your task as well. But now that I think on it, Mister Pike would have stopped by the house, if he came to town. He is a good father, even if he didn’t seem upset that he’d be absent while his family was under inoculation.”

My explanation seemed to puzzle them, which made me more nervous and caused me to speak even faster.

“Not that I’m criticizing him, of course, it’s just that he seemed right sorrowful about missing them during the siege and thrilled when they were reunited, but then the inoculations came, and his wife—”

I managed to shut my mouth just before I said something completely inappropriate about Missus Pike’s feelings about her husband. In truth, I was rather proud of myself for doing so. Especially since my admiration for her had been slowly growing.

The fellow with the pen hadn’t written down much. “Darnation, Evans, what is this girl jabbering about? She’s as useless as the chimney sweep you brought in last week.”

“I beg to differ, Mister Beeton.” Mister Evans tapped his papers. “Servants are well positioned to acquire valuable information and pass it to our enemies.” He nodded to the sweaty man. “What say you, Mister Kenilworth? Shall we proceed?”

Scratching under his wig, Mister Kenilworth eyed the clock and shrugged. “Let us ask our questions swiftly and be done with the matter.”

Mister Beeton looked at me coldly, like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse. “Our committee collects the names of all persons who oppose the rights and liberties of our new nation. You are required to tell us the names of anyone who fits that description.”

I gave a short laugh. “Mister Pike has sacrificed just about everything in the defense of American liberty. Anyone who claims that he supports the king is a clod-pated dolt.”

My statement did not seem to impress them. This concerned me.

Mister Beeton dipped his pen in the inkpot again. “I must caution you to tell the whole truth, lass, and nothing but the truth, in reply to our questions.”

My unease grew into alarm. “Yes, sir. Always, sir.”

“Where are you from and where are your parents?”

I swallowed hard. “Philadelphia, sir. My mother is dead, and my father is a sailor, due back soon.”

“You worked for Judge Bellingham, and now you work for Mister Pike?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How many letters have you received from the judge or other supporters of the king?”

I blinked. “No one has ever sent me a letter, sir. Not once in my whole life.”

“Your master, Judge Bellingham, is now in Nova Scotia, plotting to aid the British with the other treacherous Loyalists there. Why would he send you a letter?”

(That was the most ridiculous question I’d ever heard.)

“He wouldn’t. He didn’t even like me, used to call me a gollumpus and a featherbrain. Besides, he’s not my master anymore.”

Mister Kenilworth appeared to fight off a smile. “Can you read, Miss Culpepper?”

“Of course, sir. I’m quite clever at writing, too.”

“And yet,” said Mister Beeton sharply, “a letter was sent to you from Nova Scotia, which is why you’ve been accused of corresponding with the enemy. I believe we have evidence of this treachery, do we not, Mister Evans?”

Mister Evans, who had been busy shuffling through the disarray of papers since my questioning began, finally held up a letter in triumph. “Found it!”

“Was it turned over to us by the captain who brought it into port?” asked Mister Kenilworth.

Mister Evans shook his head. “No. It surfaced in the post office last week. Could have been passed along after arriving in another port. We’re seeing more of that these days.” He handed the letter to Mister Kenilworth and turned again to me. “My informant also claims that you have been seen associating with an unsavory thief who goes by several names, including Billy Rawdon. Do you deny this?”

I shivered as if a goose had stepped on my grave.

“Do you, Miss Culpepper?” prompted Mister Evans.

“I cannot deny it, sir. I am acquainted with Billy Rawdon, much to my misfortune.”

They all looked at me expectantly. I needed to sail as close to the truth as possible, but avoid the dangerous shoals.

“Allow me to explain, sirs. I’d hoped that Judge Bellingham would stay in Boston, but he fled and I was forced to find a new position. Someone in the market recommended that I seek out Missus Stone, at her boardinghouse in the North End. I went there, and…” I took a deep breath. “She’d died of smallpox and was already buried. Two of her lodgers were there; one lay dead, but the other man clung to life. I did what I could to make him comfortable, then reported his condition to an officer on the common. He found a doctor to take care of the fellow and sent me on my way.”

My throat was completely parched, but I kept going.

“I was certain the second man died,” I continued, “but he survived. I later discovered that his name was Billy Rawdon. He is indeed a thief and a scoundrel. He tried to rope me into his wicked ways, but I wanted nothing to do with him. I’m lucky that Mister Pike employs me and grateful to serve his family.”

Mister Kenilworth passed the letter to Mister Beeton. “Where have I heard Rawdon’s name before?”

“The constable mentioned him in his last report. Rawdon is suspected of breaking into houses, but he’s never been caught in the act or in possession of any missing silver. I’m not surprised he approached a maid for assistance; that’s likely how he learns the details of the houses that he robs.”

Mister Evans cleared his throat. “Back to the business at hand, gentlemen. This girl has just admitted to associating with a known criminal, and she is in the perfect position to spy on men like Mister Pike.” He leaned forward, almost eagerly. “Confess now, Miss Culpepper. Who do you spy for, and what have you told them?”

The nasty sneer on his face snapped the last thread of my self-control. My true feelings rushed out with the force of a flooded river breaking through a dam. I lifted my chin and looked him square in the eye.

“You insult me, Mister Evans,” I declared. “I wager that you sat out the Siege of Boston in the safety of the countryside. But I was here, sir, in town. The circumstances of those long months made me grow up quick and shaped me into who I have become. I am a daughter of Liberty, sir, as I imagine your daughter is. I would never harm our nation. Your baseless suspicion of me, Mister Evans, is unworthy of a gentleman.”

I paused, took a shaky breath, and added, “Sir.”

’Twas a good speech, and all of it true. But I instantly loathed myself for being such a short-tempered, prickly fool.

Mister Beeton corked his ink bottle and held up the letter. “Have you read this yet, Mister Evans? Who gave it to you?”

Mister Evans frowned and patted his brow with his handkerchief. “I received it from Reverend Gorton, whom I would trust with my life. A parishioner gave it to him, along with information about Miss Culpepper.”

Reverend Gorton? Like a spark touched to gunpowder, the name was explosive, jolting me from suspicion to certainty. Widow Nash was behind all of this.

Mister Evans continued. “What with my business affairs, my family under inoculation, and the need to read all the mail flooding in from the other colonies—”

“States,” corrected Mister Kenilworth. “We’re states united now, best to remember that.”

“Enough!” Mister Beeton handed the letter to Mister Evans. “Read it now.”

The persnickety man adjusted his spectacles once more, then started reading. The ticking of the clock was now louder than the wind. None of the men moved. Mister Evans read the letter a second time. And then a third. What could possibly be in that letter that required three readings, but did not appear connected to spying?

Finally, Mister Evans laid the letter on the table and looked at the others.

“My apologies, gentlemen. I allowed my long friendship with the Reverend to interfere with my judgment. I should have investigated this more carefully before bringing it to you.”

Mister Beeton leaned forward until the tip of his nose was overly close to Mister Evans’s. “Can we agree that this is yet another example of our committee being used as a tool of vengeance?” He quickly raised his hand to stop Evans from protesting. “Not that I am accusing Reverend Gorton, mind you. But this is not the first time it has happened. Petty manipulations like this distract us from our real work.”

“I agree, Joshua,” Mister Evans said quietly. “Again, my humble apologies.” He lifted his head and looked over at me. “My apologies to you as well, Miss Culpepper.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, without any hint of a curtsy.

“I move we adjourn until next week,” Mister Beeton said, rising from his chair.

“Agreed,” echoed the other two men.

That’s it? They dragged me here on account of Widow Nash’s mischief, accused me of all sorts of nonsense, and then decided that they’d made a mistake? On any other occasion, I’d have eloquently and forcefully protested my treatment, but they had something that I wanted.

“You have my solemn vow that I shall be better prepared then,” added Mister Evans as he reached for the papers.

“I’ll take care of those,” said Mister Kenilworth. “You both need to get home to your families.”

As the two men thanked him, standing to put on their coats, Mister Kenilworth removed his wig with a sigh.

“Excuse me, sirs!” I said loud enough to make Mister Beeton jump in surprise. “Is that letter truly addressed to me?”

Mister Kenilworth plucked it from one of the piles, turned it over, and read, “Elsbeth Culpepper, daughter of Tobias Culpepper, Boston.”

I walked over to the table. “And it says nothing of spying or treason, so I’m not in trouble?”

“Precisely, Miss Culpepper,” he said, his voice warm and kind.

“In that case”—I put out my hand, palm up—“I would very much like to have my letter, sir.”
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34. ANCHORED BY HOPE

WEDNESDAY, JULY 31, 1776


SHE FREQUENTLY MOURNS THE LONG ABSENCE OF HER FATHER, BUT SHE KNOWS NOT ALL SHE SUFFERS IN CONSEQUENCE OF IT.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN




Halifax in Nova Scotia

April 19, 1776

Dearest daughter,

I write in haste, so must be brief. Day & night I worry about you. I pray you are in the care of honest people, kind people. Go to Mistress Stone at my boardinghouse if you need help. You can trust her, she will feed you. Rev. Cooper at Brattle Square Church is a good man, too. He’ll help you.

You were right that we should stay. I’d changed my mind and was on my way to tell you the night before the Evacuation. But I was attacked by a group of sailors who kidnapped me—pressed me into service for the King. They needed a fellow who could repair sails and understood ships. I fought hard—broken arm still healing. I stitch with my left hand now but slower. My knee is better.

Navy still holds me captive. The food is bad, but I’ve made some friends. Am trying to get away. Trying to get home to you. Stay there if you are safe. I shall come back. I swear it on your blessed mother’s name. The man who takes this sails very soon. Must give this to him. Do good & be good.

I pray to our Lord to preserve you, body & spirit.

Your affectionate father

Tobias Culpepper
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35. IN SEARCH OF BALLAST

WEDNESDAY, JULY 31–THURSDAY, AUGUST 1, 1776


THESE ARE THE OPERATIONS OF NATURE. IT SOMETIMES IS CLOUDY, IT RAINS, IT HAILS; AGAIN, ’TIS CLEAR AND PLEASANT, AND THE SUN SHINES ON US. TAKE ONE THING WITH ANOTHER, AND THE WORLD IS A PRETTY GOOD SORT OF A WORLD; AND ’TIS OUR DUTY TO MAKE THE BEST OF IT AND BE THANKFUL.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN TO HIS SISTER, JANE MECOM



Pappa is alive.

I read his letter a hundred times, sitting on a bench in an empty market stall under Faneuil Hall.

He didn’t abandon me.

And he’s coming home!

My excitement made sitting still impossible. I wanted to climb to the top of the State House or the tallest mast in the harbor and shout my joy. But that would likely end badly. I wanted to run to the army encampment and tell Shube this earth-shaking, glorious news. I might have chanced it in the middle of the day, but it would soon be night, so I didn’t dare. Much as it pained me, sharing my letter with Shube would have to wait.

Instead, I leapt from the bench and hopped up and down like a bunny. “Pappa’s alive! He’s alive! He’s alive!”

A church bell tolling seven times broke through my reverie. How can it be so late?

I folded the precious letter with care, safely secured it over my heart, between my bodice and my shift, then ventured out to Dock Square, where long shadows stretched toward the harbor. The smells of roasting meat and frying fish made my belly rumble. I’d missed supper, and there were fresh plums in the pantry. My belly wanted to return to Summer Street, eat a hearty meal, then climb up to the roof and ponder the day’s events.

But will I be allowed to return?

Nervosity twisted fiercely through my guts, replacing my hunger with the sudden need to puke. I was certain that Widow Nash had told Missus Pike that I’d been arrested and jailed for treason. She’d probably done so with glee, as soon as that soldier had taken me away.

Above all, Missus Pike valued her family’s reputation. She’d always responded with horror when she heard about Loyalist gentlemen and their servants being arrested for treason. Even though I had not been jailed, would the fact that I’d been interrogated be enough to turn her against me? If I turned up expecting supper, would Missus Pike send for the constable to drag me away to prison?

Featherbrain! (I smacked my forehead, a bit too hard.) I should have asked one of those committee men to write a note explaining that I was a wonderful lass and Widow Nash was a treacherous snake.

(Don’t ever hit yourself in the head. It makes all things more difficult, and you have only yourself to blame.)

Betwixt and between feeling giddy about Pappa and fearful about Missus Pike, I was a ship battered by changeable winds. I started walking in the opposite direction of Summer Street. The quiet streets were unnerving, reminding me of the days after the evacuation. Thousands of the people who’d celebrated our independence were now homebound with smallpox. From a few houses came the sounds of crying children.

Guilt pecked at me. Widow Nash couldn’t take care of all the Pikes on her own. While I couldn’t stand the sight of that woman, it would help no one if she collapsed from overwork.

Perhaps I should prepare a proper apology for Missus Pike. I could tell her about the committee’s questions, perhaps exaggerating their reactions when they discovered what a respectable family I served—she’d like that. I’d turn it into a comical event, a ridiculous misunderstanding. But what if she was still suspicious? What if she fired me anyway? Hannah might want me to continue serving her, but that wouldn’t be allowed if Missus Pike barred me from the house.

The more I pondered, the faster I walked, as if trying to outrun my unsolvable problem, until I found myself dashing down Ship Street toward the abandoned shipyards. Far away from prying eyes, I slowed down, concentrating on finding a safe path across the rocky shore, surrounded by the ghosts of old ships.

It all comes down to Widow Nash.

She’d gone to the post office the day after Rawdon delivered the onions—she must have collected my letter then. The next day she took custards to Reverend Gorton’s house and stayed there for hours. That was the same Reverend Gorton who passed on my letter to Mister Evans of the spy-hunting committee, along with the lie that I was Billy Rawdon’s partner in crime. Piece by piece, the evidence of her foul plot stacked up, until I could stand it no longer.

“It’s all her fault!” I shouted across the waves.

I picked up a rock and hurled it into the water. Plunk. The satisfying sound made me throw in a heavier rock, screaming, “Witch!”

Kerplunk!

It took a moment, but I lifted a stone the size of a cow’s head. Shouting, “You lying FIEND!” I heaved it into the harbor—KERPLUUUNK!—and completely lost my balance. Shoes sliding on the wet seaweed, I stumbled, tripped, then teetered atop a boulder at the water’s edge. Don’t get Pappa’s letter wet! I tried to throw myself away from the water and landed awkwardly on the rocks, one foot in the harbor, one on the shore.

Ouch!

Before sitting up, I pulled the letter from my bodice, relieved to find it crisp and dry. My anger drained out to sea with the tide.

Be sensible, I ordered myself. Think!

Talking to Missus Pike when I was this unsettled and angry would be foolish. But staying out all night and sleeping in a shed or outhouse could put me in danger, as well as being disgusting or uncomfortable. I’d wait. In an hour or two, when they were all asleep, I’d sneak into the house. When I served her breakfast, I’d calmly explain everything to Missus Pike, without losing my temper or accusing Widow Nash in an ill-mannered way.

“Everything looks brighter in the morning,” Momma liked to say.

I resumed walking, sticking to proper streets, for they were safer than stumbling across wet rocks and seaweed. Eventually, I passed the remains of the once-grand Pike mansion, still looking eerie and lifeless. Mister Pike had decided to postpone rebuilding it, worried about how the war might affect his business. If he asked me, I’d tell him to save every pound, shilling, and pence so that one day, he could buy his business back and be rid of Captain Hunter forever. I’d often pondered the night when the captain forced his way into the Pike business, his sly manner of alternating between persuasion and threat. Hannah and I were both convinced that Mister Pike had been terribly manipulated by him, though we didn’t know enough about business to understand how.

I paused in shadows by the Green Dragon Tavern to rub my bruised elbow. A new thought popped up, like a bubble from a sea monster deep under the waves. Was Captain Hunter to blame for Mister Pike’s enormous debts? Given how he’d cruelly lied to Hannah about her grandmother, the scoundrel clearly didn’t hesitate to cheat or steal. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was. Captain Hunter and Billy Rawdon were cut from the same villainous cloth; the only difference was the size of their plunder. I wanted to lock both villains in jail and throw away the key. I couldn’t think of a way to expose Rawdon’s evildoing without getting myself in trouble, but maybe I could find proof of Captain Hunter’s improper management of the money left to Hannah by her family. Maybe that could provide some extra protection for me as well, for Missus Pike could not abide the captain and would be overjoyed to break his hold over her family.

According to Shubel, the house of Captain Hunter was only one block away. Link Alley, he’d said, fourth house on the left. It might contain contracts or papers, the sort of thing that could win Hannah a new guardian, someone who was honest and kind. Someone who would let Hannah return to Rhode Island, accompanied by her dutiful and hardworking lady’s maid: me.

A group of burly workingmen on their way to the tavern passed by. I froze, waiting until they’d gone inside before breathing. To my surprise, they hadn’t noticed me. Hiding in the dark was easier than I’d realized.

Sticking to the shadows, I made my way to Captain Hunter’s small, shabby house. Lights filled the home to the south of it, along with the noises of a family whose children were too fretful to sleep. But the house to the north was as dark and silent as the captain’s. Making sure no one was watching, I slipped between the two houses.

The kitchen window was easy to open, just like Shube had said. After I crawled through it, I shut it quickly, hoping that no one had seen me, and trying to slow the frantic pounding of my heart. The kitchen and parlor were plain, with the barest of furniture, and nothing that offered comfort or a clue to who lived there. I crept upstairs to the bedchamber, to search for something—anything—that might help Hannah. She was the only person who might side with me, who might help me come through this unsettled time.

The rising full moon lit up a chamber as simple as the rest of the house: a bed, a chest for clothing, desk, chair, and two shelves of books. I looked under the bed and in the chest of drawers, but found no papers, contracts, or letters. Maybe I’d been foolhardy, assuming they’d be here, waiting to be found. He might keep the papers of real value with him aboard ship. Still, I went through the bookshelves, giving each of his books about navigation, sea, and ships a shake, in the hopes that a magic letter would fall out.

It did not.

But eight slender account books had been cleverly tucked in behind the books. I eased them out and carried them to the window for better light. The crabbed writing made the reading difficult and slow, and I began to fret. The unsavory atmosphere of the house combined with my guilt about sliding deeper into thievery (Apologies, Momma!) gnawed at me.

I needed to leave. Sweat dripping down my neck, I quickly paged though all the books, just checking the dates, until I found the two that covered the years since Captain Hunter became Hannah’s guardian. Clutching the stolen account books wrapped in a dishcloth (also stolen), I slowly crept down the stairs, then eased myself out the window, my heart pounding so loud, I feared the constable would hear it and come running. Thieving made me feel shabby and shameful instead of bold and brave. Mayhaps I’d stop telling falsehoods someday too.

But not yet. The constable…

And just like that, a plan to free myself of the vermin who called himself Billy Rawdon appeared in my brainpan, as clear as if it’d been written down in the darkest of inks. Getting rid of rodents is never easy, but it helps if you use the right sort of trap.

I slowly lowered Captain Hunter’s kitchen window, but didn’t close it completely. Along with the right sort of trap, you must also leave the proper bait.



From her throne at the top of the sky, the moon lit my path back to Summer Street, lifting my spirits with her friendly glow. When I was halfway home, I paused to admire her magnificence. At that very moment, the moon was shining down on Nova Scotia, on Pappa, as well as on me. Mayhaps he was awake and looking up at her too. Mayhaps he was thinking of me, the same way that I was thinking of him.

I pulled out his letter and read it one more time.

Pappa is alive.
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36. INJUSTICE

THURSDAY, AUGUST 1, 1776


THIS ATTACK ON YOUR REPUTATION WILL I HOPE DO YOU ONLY A TEMPORARY INJURY. THE HONEST THO’ CREDULOUS MULTITUDE WHEN UNDECEIVED WILL REGRET THEIR GIVING WAY TO SUSPICIONS WHICH HAVE LED THEM TO DO YOU INJUSTICE.

—JOHN JAY TO PHILIP SCHUYLER



To my vast relief, everyone was asleep when I crept into the Pike house, shoes in my hand. Hiding the captain’s account books in the attic was easy. As everyone was now sleeping on the first floor, I didn’t have to worry about the creaking attic floorboards. Checking on the children took longer. I didn’t dare touch them for fear they’d wake, but I was concerned with how flushed they were, so I studied each one close before moving on to the next.

Foraging for a bite to eat was the hardest task, for Widow Nash had left her bedchamber door open to the kitchen. Listening intently to her soft snores, I began the journey to the pantry—one slow step at a time—grabbed a hunk of cheese and a pickle, then tiptoed back to the front hall.

After I ate, I hid Pappa’s letter under my pillow and stretched out on my pallet by the foot of the staircase.

It felt like I’d just drifted off when a weak voice called from the parlor. “Elsbeth…”

I reluctantly opened my eyes, stunned to see the sun was already up.

“Hush, Gilbert,” Tabitha said. “She’s not here.”

I reluctantly got to my feet, sleep-dazed and yawning. I secured Pappa’s letter between my bodice and shift, then pinned the bodice closed. I needed a better hiding place for it, far from mice and interfering housekeepers. As I pulled on my skirt, Benjamin began arguing with his sister.

“I WANT ELSBETH!” cried Gilbert.

I reached for my stockings.

“Jupiter and Mars!” Benjamin yelled. “Gil just peed on me!”

Something shattered on the floor, and Howler started crying. I dropped the stockings and rushed downstairs to the parlor. Gilbert sat sobbing on Tabitha’s blankets. Benjamin stuck out his tongue at his sister, who was sitting in the rocking chair with Howler on her lap. Alexander was scratching the pox scabs on his neck.

I made my way over to Gilbert, crouched, and hugged him. “Here I am, Gil.”

His tears flowed over the ugly pox that were swelling on his cheeks.

“You’ll feel better once I’ve cleaned you up,” I said.

“Thank goodness you’re back,” Tabitha said to me. “Can you tell Ben to stop being such a whiny toad?”

“I’m not a toad, I’m sick!” Benjamin roared. “You’re a bossy goose with a spotted face.”

“And you’re a peevish snipper-snap!” retorted Tabitha.

“I’m telling Mother!” said Ben.

“We’re not supposed to wake her,” Alexander grumbled before covering his head with a pillow.

Benjamin pounded on the door to the small parlor and spoke into the keyhole. “Tabitha is being horrid, Mother!”

“What is going on in here?” thundered Widow Nash, hurrying into the room in her nightshift. “Benjamin Pike, come away from that door and leave your poor mother alone.”

Gilbert whimpered, “I’m thirsty, Elsbeth.”

“Let’s go to the kitchen for a drink. I’ll carry you,” I said, gathering him in my arms and standing up.

Widow Nash drew in her breath sharply when she saw me. “You! What are you doing here?”

Missus Pike stepped out of the little parlor, disheveled and confused. “Elsbeth?”

“Good day, ma’am.” I bobbed a quick curtsy. “I’m taking Gilbert for a drink of water.”

“I… I don’t understand.” Missus Pike stared at her housekeeper. “You told me they’d sent her to jail.”

I jumped in before Nash could spin more lies. “I beg your pardon, ma’am, but are you speaking of the Committee of Safety?”

Missus Pike gave a cautious nod.

“What a hardworking, polite group of gentlemen they are,” I said cheerfully. “And intelligent, of course.”

“Stop prattling,” Widow Nash snapped.

I ignored her. “They quickly realized that I’d been falsely accused and my reputation unjustly attacked.” I glanced at Nash. “They were also upset about having their time wasted on foolishness. They apologized to me and expressed hope that I’d suffer no trouble on account of needing to appear before them. I’m not a traitor, ma’am, nor would I ever harm your family.”

“What about that letter?” Widow Nash’s voice was heavy with accusation. “It came from Halifax, which proves you’re in communication with the enemy.” She spun to look at Missus Pike. “Madam! She is not to be trusted.”

Gilbert had been dozing in my arms, but her angry tone roused him. I rocked from side to side.

“What letter?” asked Tabitha.

I spoke calmly, not taking my eyes off the housekeeper. “When Widow Nash picked up the mail last week, it included a letter for me. Instead of handing it over, as would have been proper, she gave it to Reverend Gorton, lied to him about my character, and convinced him that I was helping the enemy. He was so disturbed that he took the letter to the committee.”

The housekeeper’s cheeks reddened. “That letter was sent by a traitor, one who evacuated with the British. I was duty-bound to give it to the Reverend. I only told him the truth: that you are dishonest, untrustworthy, and come from a questionable background.”

Missus Pike, looking quite pale and shaky, sat down on the maroon sofa. “What did the letter contain? Who sent it?”

“Very good questions, Missus Pike.” I gave a little hop to lift Gilbert higher on my hip. “Pray tell us, Widow Nash, what terrible things did that letter contain?”

“I did not open it,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing scarlet. “The fact that it came from Nova Scotia was enough to prove its treasonous nature.”

“Surely not all letters from Nova Scotia are dangerous,” Alexander said, rather sensibly.

Missus Pike began rubbing her temples, a sign that her headache had returned.

“All letters from Nova Scotia are supposed to be given to the Committee of Safety first,” Tabitha explained to him.

“Thank you, Tabitha,” Nash said smugly. “I was merely obeying the law.”

“Widow Nash lied about me,” I said, trying to ignore my rising tide of anger. “No matter how hard I try, she complains and criticizes me, doing her best to make my life a misery.”

“How dare you—” started Widow Nash, her eyes narrowed in outrage.

Missus Pike raised her hands. “Enough! Where is this letter?”

“I have it, ma’am,” I said, hoping and praying that its heartfelt contents would be enough to sway her.

“Thank goodness.” Missus Pike closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and added, “Widow Nash, make my tea and prepare breakfast for the children.”

The seething housekeeper left without a word.

Tabitha asked, “Should we leave too, Mother?”

“No, dear. You—that is, we—are still recovering. Elsbeth”—she held out her hand—“give me the letter, then sit down before you drop Gilbert.”

Missus Pike read slowly, squinting a bit at Pappa’s handwriting. The only sound in the room was the steady creaking of the rocking chair. Finally, she folded the letter and looked across the room at me. “You told us that your father worked aboard a whaling ship.”

My belly tightened in fear. “I had no choice, ma’am. May I explain the circumstances that I found myself in?”

To my immense relief, she nodded.

“Thank you.” I tried to keep the telling brief, starting with Pappa’s disappearance and what I found at the boardinghouse. As she hadn’t been in town for the siege or the chaos after it, I carefully explained the dangers of the situation and why I so valued the chance to work for Mister Pike, then the entire Pike family. When I finished, the room fell silent.

“I should send you to the Poorhouse.” Missus Pike studied me a moment, then looked away. “No matter your difficulties, dishonesty cannot be permitted.”

Her words stunned me. I hadn’t expected her to embrace me or offer to help bring Pappa home (though I’d hoped for that), but I’d never dreamed that she’d be so cold or empty of sympathy.

Before I could think of what to say, Tabitha cried out. “No, Mother. You can’t!”

“Do not defy me, Tabitha,” Missus Pike said weakly. “Elsbeth can stay until the town reopens, for Widow Nash cannot handle all the work on her own. But no longer than that.”

“No, Mother,” Alex chimed in, standing in his rumpled nightshirt. “Tabby’s right. Elsbeth works harder than two maids combined. She’s kind and puts up with Widow Nash and Gilbert. You’ll never find another maid with those qualities.”

“Elsbeth never calls me names,” Benjamin added. “Our other maids all quit, but Elsbeth is still here.”

Missus Pike tried to look at her defiant children, but the light was hurting her eyes and she had to avert her gaze. I waited, numbed to all sensation by her unexpected rejection. Blinking hard to hold back tears of disappointment, I gave a loud sniff, which made Gilbert stir.

“Shhh!” I whispered in his ear, clutching him tighter. I would miss the children, but especially this little lad.

“Please, Mother,” Tabitha pleaded. “Elsbeth has no family, and she’s served us well.”

Before her mother could answer, Widow Nash walked in carrying a steaming cup of tea and set it on the table beside Missus Pike. “I heard your decision, madam. Shall I escort Elsbeth to the Poorhouse or to the constable? I always knew it would come to this.”

Behind the housekeeper’s back, both Ben and Tabitha stuck their tongues out at her.

“Judith.” Missus Pike touched Nash’s wrist. “Please listen.”

(Her use of Widow Nash’s first name shocked me. It had never occurred to me that she had one.)

Missus Pike lifted up the letter. “Elsbeth’s father wrote this. It is filled with Mister Culpepper’s concern for his daughter and contains not a single word of treason. I am disappointed and disheartened by her deceit, I must admit.” She glanced at her children. “However, Elsbeth has been a tremendous help to us in these difficult months. She will continue to live and work here, at least until the town reopens. I shall then reconsider the issue.”

“Well done, Mother,” Alex said.

“Huzzah,” Tabitha added softly, mindful of her mother’s headache.

Widow Nash pursed her lips, studying me with distaste. “As you wish, madam,” she finally murmured.

“Elsbeth reminds me of you, Judith”—Missus Pike picked up her teacup—“when you first arrived at my parents’ home. I was Gilbert’s age then; my sisters and I were so thrilled, for we thought you were meant to be our playmate, remember? But our mother would not allow it.”

“I remember your disappointment, madam.” Widow Nash’s face softened a bit. “I was sad as well, for I knew nothing of how servants should behave. Thankfully, your mother taught me.”

“She trained you to be just as harsh as she was.” Missus Pike sipped her tea. “But I know that you are capable of kindness. I should like you to treat Elsbeth better. Do not coddle her, but curb your tongue a bit, do you understand?”

I was so shocked, I thought my eyes would leap out of my skull and roll around the floor. Had Missus Pike just changed her mind? It sounded like she had, just as it sounded like she’d reprimanded Nash, too. Was that possible?

“As you wish, madam,” mumbled Widow Nash. “Will Elsbeth be serving the breakfast?”

“Yes.” Missus Pike sipped her tea. “After that, Elsbeth, you must wash Tabitha’s bedding and find Doctor Crookshank. I need him to examine Gilbert.” She sipped again. “And while you are out, buy something at the apothecary that will help Hannah’s cough.”

Easing Gilbert off my lap and onto the sofa, I nodded in gratitude. “It would be a pleasure, ma’am.”



You might well imagine that knowing Pappa was alive and would one day return—combined with Missus Pike’s decision to let me stay—means that my tale should end here. That would be a reasonable assumption, would it not?

However, dear reader, the lives of ordinary girls like me rarely unfold in such a predictable fashion. I learned that a few hours later, when I saw Hannah’s face.
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37. SAILING CLOSE TO THE WIND

THURSDAY, AUGUST 1–FRIDAY AUGUST 2, 1776


… A HOUSE IN STRAWBERRY ALLEY WAS BROKEN OPEN, AND ABOUT 10 POUNDS IN MONEY AND SOME OTHER ODD THINGS TAKEN OUT OF A LITTLE TRUNK THAT WAS LOCKED UP IN A CHEST…. THE MONEY BELONGED TO SOME POOR PEOPLE WHO HAD BEEN SOME YEARS IN GETTING IT TOGETHER, IN ORDER TO PUT THEMSELVES INTO SOME BETTER WAY OF BUSINESS.

—THE PENNSYLVANIA GAZETTE



Upon returning from the apothecary, I went straight to Hannah’s library-bedchamber to give her the pectoral drops for her cough. That was my excuse, of course. More important than her cough was my desperate need to tell her everything about Pappa’s letter, Captain Hunter’s account books, and Widow Nash’s foul treatment of me.

When I opened the door, she was still in her nightshift, lying in her bed, holding a silver-backed hand mirror curiously close to her face.

“Miss Sparhawk?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”

“Perhaps,” she said with a dramatic sigh, “perhaps a bit.” She placed the mirror on the bed and sat up.

My heart sank at the sight of the dreadful red spots dotting her face and neck. “Oh, Miss Hannah!”

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “This cannot be smallpox because I haven’t had a fever. ’Tis only a minor inflammation, likely from eating too many plums.”

“But you did have a fever, miss.” I stepped closer and studied her face. “Four days ago, remember?”

“Balderdash,” she said, waving me away. “ ’Twas an uncommonly hot day, nothing more.”

“Doctor Crookshank is still with Gilbert,” I said. “He must examine you next.”

Though still weak, Missus Pike insisted on accompanying Doctor Crookshank into the library. He directed Hannah to sit by the window for the best light. As he carefully examined every spot with a magnifying glass, Hannah scowled and harrumphed with displeasure.

“There can be no doubt,” he said, tucking the glass back into its leather case. “This is not a summer fever, Miss Sparhawk. Nor was it caused by eating plums.” He waited patiently until Hannah looked him in the eye, then said gently, “You absolutely have smallpox.”

“Impossible,” she said firmly. “I told you; I had it when I was a baby.”

“That was likely chicken pox,” the doctor explained. “ ’Tis sometimes mistaken for a mild case of smallpox.”

“Pish and bother,” Hannah mumbled, still unconvinced. “Will you ask Mister Doubt to visit me this evening? I’d like to chat with him.”

“In your bedchamber?” asked Missus Pike, horrified by the idea. “Absolutely not!”

While they argued, I followed the doctor to the parlor, where he looked over Howler’s drying scabs, consulted Alexander’s chart (which made Alex beam with pride), then announced that everyone was progressing through the stages of the disease in a highly favorable manner.

I followed Doctor Crookshank to the front door. “If I may, sir, Miss Sparhawk has contracted the disease in the common way, hasn’t she?”

“Yes.” He brushed some dust from his hat. “Do you understand what that means?”

The mask of kindly concern he’d worn in front of Hannah had fallen away, replaced with a grim weariness that I’d never seen on him before. I swallowed hard. “It means that she could have a harder time with the pox, suffer more violent symptoms.”

“Not just violent, but perilous,” he replied somberly. “Missus Pike tells me that you’re a sensible lass, stout-hearted and brave. I pray that Miss Sparhawk will be one of the fortunate patients, but if she isn’t…”

I cringed, waiting for him to finish, but he pressed his lips together tightly.

“I beg your pardon,” he finally said. “I am overfatigued, and therefore everything seems bleak. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” He put on his hat. “Therefore, we should not worry about tomorrow, isn’t that what the preachers say? I bid you good day, Elsbeth.”



Hannah fell asleep right after he left, and she slept so long that day, I was certain she’d be awake all night. In truth, I was hoping that she would, for I was hungering to share my news with her. She woke up long enough to eat a bowl of soup for dinner, then insisted on walking to the outhouse by herself, complaining as I followed behind her.

As soon as she lay back down, I saw my chance. “Miss Hannah, I must tell you of last night’s adventure.”

She yawned, stretching her arms over her head. “Not tonight. I must rest my eyes.”

“But I think I found a way for you to free yourself from Captain Hunter.”

Stricken with fear, her eyes snapped open. “Has he returned?”

“No, miss.” I picked up her robe from the floor. “He’s still at sea, but I suspect—”

Leaning back against the pillows, she closed her eyes. “Tell me in the morning.”

Everyone fell asleep early that night, likely because a crisp wind from the north chased away the day’s heat and left behind only peaceful dreams. No one cried out in discomfort or called for water, not even Gilbert. With Pappa’s letter safely under my pillow, I slept too.

As soon as I woke, I looked in on Hannah, then the children; all still deeply asleep. To my surprise and delight, Widow Nash was still abed too, her snores sounding like water pulling away from the shore, then rushing back in. Quiet as possible, I stepped outside into a world completely transformed.

A thick fog had rolled in overnight, so dense that I couldn’t even see the barn. In truth, I loved the mysterious fogs of Boston, so different from anything I’d ever seen back in Pennsylvania.

“Good morning,” I whispered to the chickens as I let them out of their coop. One took a few cautious steps, then decided the fog was too foggy for her liking and scurried back inside. Flora followed me to the well while the other two girls bustled to the vegetable garden for a breakfast feast of slugs.

Once I’d filled my buckets with water, Flora hurried ahead of me to the barn, her head bobbing with each step. As she scooted inside, I stopped, frowning at the barn door, annoyed that I’d left it cracked open the night before. Ruggles did not like sharing her palace with stray dogs.

“I beg your pardon, my lady,” I said to the cow as I followed Flora inside. “Yesterday was a difficult—”

Suddenly, someone grabbed me and pushed me against the wall, a rough hand covering my mouth. I heard Ruggles snort, but I couldn’t see her because Billy Rawdon was looming over me.

“Don’t make a sound,” he growled. “I have a knife.” When I struggled to break free, he painfully pressed the tip of the blade against my neck, cutting me. I shuddered with pain and stilled myself.

“We need to talk, you and me,” Rawdon said. “If I take away my hand, you promise to be quiet?”

A drop of blood trickled down my neck from the cut. Scared witless, I nodded once.

“Good.” He slowly uncovered my mouth and lowered the knife, but stayed uncomfortably close, his breath stinking of ale. “I’m in a rush; what do you have?”

“Apo… apologies, sir,” I stammered. “It’s just that I’ve been run off my feet, caring for so many under inoculation. But I found—”

In a flash, the knife was under my chin. My heart was pounding so loudly that I was certain everyone on the street could hear it. If this were a fairy tale, they’d all rush in together to rescue me, then send Rawdon to live in a cave with other monsters far, far away.

But I was not in a fairy tale; I was on my own, with only my wits to save me. Pretending that I felt brave, I said, “You promised me one last thing that belonged to my father.”

Rawdon’s cold eyes bored into mine. “I already gave you plenty. Now it’s your turn. I need something I can sell, for good coin.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I can help you. I’ve learned of something more valuable than a silver spoon or pocket watch, a chance for you to capture more money than you can imagine. Soon as you put away your knife, I’ll tell you everything.”

“How do I know you won’t start screaming and try to run out?”

“You’re bigger and faster than me, and you’d still have the knife.”

“Hmmm.” Keeping his eyes locked on me, he stepped back and slid the knife into a sheath tucked in his boot. “Say your piece.”

Pappa taught me how to catch fish: put a worm on your hook, then toss it in the water and wait, quietly. Make the fish come to you.

“Yesterday I learned of”—should I use the word?—“treasure—a treasure that belongs to a very clever privateer captain.”

I paused, waiting to see if the bait interested him. On the other side of the barn, Ruggles snorted again. Flora fluttered her wings and clucked a long reply to the cow.

“Tell me more.” Rawdon licked his lips. “But it better not be about treasure buried on a beach somewhere far away.”

That was a nibble.

“No, sir.” I cleared my throat. “It’s in the captain’s house, near the Mill Pond.”

I wanted to spill out the whole story at once, be done with it and run, but if you yank on the fishing pole after the first nibble, the fish swim away, laughing at you. Catching fish requires patience.

“Treasure by the Mill Pond? Humbug!” sneered Rawdon. “How could you know of such a thing, you being so busy with your sick folks here?”

“Missus Pike believes in charity,” I said, trying to sound peevish. “Day and night, I’ve been taking care of her and the children, but that wasn’t enough for her.”

The fantastical story spun itself as I spoke.

“She said to me”—here I imitated my mistress in a high-pitched, mocking tone—“ ‘You must take puddings and custards to the Vetterly family in Link Alley, Elsbeth. Doctor Crookshank says they’re poorly, hungry, and need bathing.’ ”

With relief, I switched back to my own voice. “So off I go, loaded down with heavy baskets of food and ointments. Should have brought some soap, too—”

Frowning, Rawdon muttered, “I thought this was about treasure.”

Another nibble.

“You see, Mister Vetterly, the father, he’d been cooped up for days and was in the mood for a chat. He bragged to me about his fine neighbor, the captain. Told me that the captain brought gold coins, silver buckles, nutmeg, and allspice back from his last voyage. Mister Vetterly saw it himself, he said, spread out on the captain’s kitchen table.”

Rawdon scoffed. “What kind of fool robs a privateer ship? They’re guarded day and night.”

Make the fish come to you.

“Not in his ship, in his house,” I said, hoping greed was making him hungry. “Right after the captain came home, he got word of another British ship sighted down the coast, heavy with cargo and ripe for the picking. Before he rushed back to sea to hunt it down, he told Mister Vetterly where he hid his treasure.”

“Twaddle and lies! Who would do a fool thing like that?” Rawdon’s mouth was skeptical, but his eyes flickered with interest.

“The captain used to have a house in Salem. But when it burned to the ground, he lost everything and has been fearful of fire ever since. The captain told Mister Vetterly where his treasure was hidden so that if a fire broke out, Mister Vetterly could rescue it. Promised him a reward.” I paused, to let that sink in, then added, “Mister Vetterly likely puffed up the story a bit, the way braggarts do. But there’s always truth at the bottom of an exaggerated tale.”

Rawdon still appeared skeptical, but asked, “What do you mean?”

“Ever hear a cook prattle on about the hundred ways she uses nutmeg and allspice? With those in your cupboard, you can make anything taste good. It’s worth more than gold to you, Mister Rawdon. Selling it marks you as an ordinary trader, but try to sell gold or silver, and folks will be suspicious, ask too many questions. If you’re willing to travel as far as Mendon or Worcester, the ladies out there will pay an even higher price.”

Scratching the stubble on his chin, Rawdon said, almost to himself, “But there could be silver buckles and gold, too.”

“That’s what Mister Vetterly said.”

“Where’s it hidden?”

“Ha!” I barked. “You think he was going to tell me that?”

“Then why are you wasting my time with this?” he asked with a scowl.

I lowered my voice a bit, like I was sharing an important secret. “It’s a small house, sir, half the size of Mister Vetterly’s.” Rawdon leaned forward to hear me. I took a slow breath, then continued, “I wager there’s only a parlor and kitchen on the first floor, with one chamber upstairs, so…”

“So, it won’t take long to search!” Rawdon said triumphantly.

When the hook is firmly set, pull the fish ashore, slow and steady.

I was suddenly struck by the realization that Rawdon no longer had any control over me. I knew what had happened to Pappa. Missus Pike knew my secrets too. Except for that knife and his ornery disposition, I didn’t have to do this. I could take him off the hook and throw him back in the water.

Rawdon wiped his hands on his breeches; the thought of finding treasure was making him sweat. “Does the house have a cellar?”

While pretending to ponder that, I was actually thinking about the day I’d met this scoundrel and the broken furniture I’d seen in the boardinghouse parlor. There’d been a fight there, Rawdon had said, a “hubbub.” Did that fight happen when the sailors had kidnapped Pappa? Had Rawdon set the whole thing up? He could have arranged it before he became bedridden. Even if he hadn’t, Billy Rawdon was a foul thief who thought nothing of hurting people.

I frowned to keep the smile from my face as I began thinking of ways to alert the constable about a rumored robbery planned in Link Alley.

“You hear me, lass?” Rawdon asked harshly. “Is there a cellar?”

He was a fish that needed to be caught, tossed into a frying pan over a blazing fire.

I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. But me, I’d check under the floorboards; you should pry a few of them up. And check the mattress for lumps, too.”

“Have to bring some tools,” he said, nodding. “Will the neighbors be asleep by eight o’clock? Nine?”

“Oh, no, sir.” I shook my head vigorously. “They have three-year-old twins, plus two older lads, everyone poxy and uncomfortable. To be safe, wait until midnight or later, when they’re so worn out that they’re deep asleep.”

“When’s this captain expected back?”

“Could be tomorrow, could be next week.”

“Need to strike while the iron is hot,” he said to himself.

With a loud squawk and dramatic wing-flapping, Flora flew up and perched on Ruggles’s back. The sudden noise startled Rawdon and made him jump. “Dumb vermin,” he spat out, embarrassed. “Waiting for you, I expect.”

“Indeed, sir,” I said, wishing that I were big enough to throw him into the manure pile.

“Time for me to go then,” he said.

“Oh, yes, sir,” I agreed with great feeling.
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38. UNALTERABLY THINE

FRIDAY, AUGUST 2, 1776


YOU ARE EVER PRESENT IN MY ENRAPTURED HEART AND A MUTUAL RETURN OF AFFECTION FROM YOU I FIND MORE AND MORE NECESSARY TO MY HAPPINESS. I CHERISH THE LOVE, MY DEAREST NABY, WHICH YOU HAVE SO GENEROUSLY PROFESSED FOR ME. ALTHOUGH I AM FAR DISTANT FROM YOU, STILL REMEMBER THAT I AM YOUR CONSTANT, AND MOST AFFECTIONATE ADMIRER….

—GEN. ALEXANDER SCAMMELL TO HIS GIRLFRIEND, ABIGAIL BISHOP



Hannah woke with more red marks on her face and arms, but thankfully, her fever was down and she was eager for conversation.

“Tell me everything,” she demanded as I brought in her breakfast. “What happened after that tall soldier dragged you away?”

In that moment, she felt less like my employer and a wee bit more like a friend, so I leaned forward eagerly. “Would you believe that he wished me luck, very quietly, before I went in for the questioning?”

“No!” she exclaimed. “Then what happened?”

She listened open-mouthed as I recounted the committee’s questions, my visit to Captain Hunter’s house, and most importantly, Pappa’s letter. It felt a bit strange sharing such personal things, but her kindness made it easier.

“You must be relieved to hear about your father,” she said. “I’m quite pleased for you.”

“Thank you, miss,” I said, grinning. “It is indeed a powerful relief.” (There was so much more I wanted to say about Pappa, but she wasn’t the right person to say it to.) “Would you like me to fetch those account books? You might find something useful in them.”

She wrinkled her nose and frowned. “Not now. This headache is muddling my mind.” Leaning back against her pillows with a soft groan, she closed her eyes. “Mister Doubt promised to visit later, and I want to be at my best when he arrives.”

“You really should eat something, miss,” I said, pushing the breakfast tray closer to her. “Porridge tastes best when it’s warm. I’ll look in on you after I take Ruggles to the pasture.”

“Oh!” she exclaimed, eyes flying back open. “Ruggles! Oh, goodness! Apologies, Elsbeth, I forgot to tell you, what with the fussing about these ridiculous pox.”

I paused at door. “Forgot about what, Miss Hannah?”

“Yesterday, when you went off in search of the doctor”—she spooned some honey atop the porridge—“I was half asleep, but your lad’s voice is rather distinctive, isn’t it? I heard him talking to Nash.”

“Shubel was here? What did he say?”

She frowned again. “Something about his regiment leaving and you needing to see him today.”

“No!” I gasped. “He can’t be gone!”

“Not so loud,” she scolded. “My head is truly thumping.” She lifted a spoon of porridge, but dumped it back in the bowl. “From all accounts, the army moves rather slowly. But you must go, this minute. Find him and say your farewells. I insist.”

“But Widow Nash and—”

“I may be poxy, but you’re still my maid. I’ll manage Widow Nash and Missus Pike. Just bring me back some good gossip so I don’t die of boredom.”



Boston Common was a swirling storm of anxious soldiers, running, packing, being yelled at, and running some more. Officers punctuated the hullabaloo by bellowing orders loud enough to impress little Howler Pike. Horses—irritated by the commotion, pesky insects, and heat—strongly resisted being hitched to supply wagons. After a crimson-faced soldier scolded me for wandering across the camp, I paced the length of Tremont Street, looking everywhere for the friendly turnip. But I could not find Shubel.

As I was beginning to despair, I closed my eyes tight against the dust—silently pleading, Don’t leave without saying goodbye. Don’t leave without saying goodbye—when my ears heard something: the sound of drums. I tilted my head from side to side, searching for the source of the sound the way a ship seeks a fickle wind to fill its sails.

There!

Hurrying south past the graveyard, I turned down Frog Lane and dashed all the way to the end, where the British had erected a small fortification, tall enough to shield me from the eyes of irritable officers. Peering around the corner, I found myself so close to the practicing drummers that I could see who was in need of a shave. A weary officer faced the new musicians, waving a red flag up and down to indicate when they should strike the drum. The student soldiers—four men and five almost-men, with Shubel Kent right in the middle—were banging away under the blazing sun, each at a different speed, creating the most riotous hubbub of earsplitting noise imaginable.

Thankfully, a soldier approached and handed the instructor a note. He dropped his flag to read it, but the drummers kept playing their bedraggled tune until the man waved his arms at them, hollering, “STOP, you blockheads, stop!” The sudden silence (quite refreshing) made soldiers all over the common turn to look.

“You have a quarter hour of rest!” the instructor shouted. “Do your business quick and come back.”

As the instructor walked away, the drummers removed their drums and headed for the marshland used as a privy. Only Shubel stayed, looking rather forlorn. Putting two fingers in my mouth (like he’d taught me), I whistled a high-pitched note, as loud as I could. With a grin, he looked around, then ran in my direction.

“Blazing barrels of tar, Culpepper!” he exclaimed as he rounded the corner of the fortification. “I was worried that you couldn’t come.”

He stopped an arm’s length away from me, his shirt soaked with sweat, hands reddened from the work of drumming. He was both the boy I’d met on my first day in Boston—impish, friendly, and true—and this almost-man who seemed a bit of a stranger to me.

“We don’t have much time,” he said. “You go first, but talk short, talk fast.”

I did not like the speed that the world was demanding of us, but we had no choice.

“Pappa’s alive!” I blurted out. “I received a letter from him on Wednesday.” Has it only been two days? It feels like a lifetime ago.

Shube’s eyes grew as big as saucers.

(Talk short, talk fast.) “He was kidnapped by the British, the night before the evacuation.” My voice was trembling. “They’re forcing him to work in Nova Scotia, but he’s making plans to escape, he said.”

Shubel grasped my shoulders. “Is this real?” he asked. “It’s not a story that you conjured up to keep the sadness away? Your pa is truly alive?”

Without thinking, I cupped my hands around his face, so happy to share the best news of my life with my only friend. “He’s not mad at me, Turnip. He didn’t leave me on purpose.” Tears were now running down my face. “He’s coming home, as soon as he can!”

“He’s coming home!” Shubel roared. “Your pa is coming home!”

Sometimes rules must be broken. Sobbing with joy, I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he wrapped his arms around me. Laughing, Shube lifted me off my feet and spun us in a circle, which was a fool-headed thing to do, and so much fun. All the clocks stopped for a moment; our hearts beat close together, sounding like the only drum that mattered.

When my feet touched the ground again, I released him and he let go of me, and we were both laughing and crying (a wee bit) at the same time, which I didn’t know was possible, but it was. Overcome with dizziness, I plopped on the ground. He sat across from me and started pulling up weeds.

“Now I have another reason to fight the lobsterbacks,” he boasted. “I must avenge the terrible deeds done to Mister Tobias Culpepper, Master of the Sails, Father of the Smartest, Most Vexing Lass in Boston.”

“I wager Pappa would appreciate that.”

“We could talk about this for weeks without stopping to take a breath.” His smile faded. “But my quarter hour is running out, Culpepper. What else did you want to tell me?”

All the clocks in the land started ticking again. I dearly wanted to pour out my frustrations about Widow Nash, but I had a bigger problem. I hadn’t planned on saying anything about Billy Rawdon, but after my confrontation with the scoundrel in the barn, I’d no choice.

“You won’t like this,” I warned, “but we haven’t time to argue, so just listen.”

“That sounds terrifying,” he said, his body suddenly still.

“Indeed, it is.”

I boiled down the tale of Billy Rawdon to its bones: meeting him when he was half dead of smallpox, our strange conversation by the post office (I left out the puppy, but mentioned the constable), meeting him at the tavern, Pappa’s leather palm and needle case, the shirts that I mostly stole, Rawdon’s threats… the knife, and finally, my lies a few hours earlier about the treasure hidden in Captain Hunter’s house.

As I spoke, Shubel Kent turned every shade of angry imaginable: starting with suspicious and ending up looking like a soldier-shaped volcano, ready to erupt. He didn’t say a word, but he made a few vicious sounds deep in his throat and pounded his fist on his knee when I mentioned the knife.

“I want to make Rawdon’s life difficult,” I concluded. “And I need your help.”

“Of course. What can I do?”

I glanced around to make sure no one could hear us. “He’ll likely break into the captain’s house tonight. I need you to alert the constable, so he has someone hidden there, ready to make an arrest. He already suspects Rawdon, so it shouldn’t be too hard to convince him. But…” I hesitated very briefly (talk short, talk fast). “Well, you didn’t like the constable much, back in the spring.”

“Still don’t,” Shube admitted, “but this Rawdon fiend is worse. I’ll take care of it, don’t worry.”

He unclenched his fist, and strangely, his hand drifted in my direction, making me wonder if he was perhaps reaching out to me (this created a bewildering jumble of thoughts and sensations too confusing to sort through). Suddenly, the turnip yawned, stretching his arms over his head, and then went back to pulling up weeds. ’Twas quite perplexing.

“Anything else?” he asked, though it was clear that he was itching to tell his own stories.

“Only that Miss Sparhawk did not have smallpox when she was a baby, and now she’s caught it in the common way.”

“Ooh, the poor lass,” Shube said, wincing. “But now Nyott has a good reason to fuss over her. He’s moonstruck, you know, bewitched by her. Any chance that she feels the same way about him?”

“She’s fond of him,” I said, “but her guardian is a vile beast. While she’s under his control, her only choice will be to marry someone with a great fortune. Does Nyott care enough about her to wait for years?”

“Mayhaps,” Shube said. “He should enlist too, it would be a good distraction. And… since we’re talking about that…” He slowly exhaled. “I guess you know that we’re leaving soon, us and the regiments in Cambridge.”

I did not want to talk about this, not at all, but we couldn’t avoid it. I gave a reluctant nod. “How long will it take to march to New York?”

“Doesn’t matter. They’re sending us to Canada.”

That made no sense. “Why? General Washington is waiting for the British to turn up in New York. ’Tis the only thing Tabitha talks about, when she’s not complaining about her brothers.”

“The lobsterbacks have another army waiting up in Canada. Soon as the fighting begins in New York, they plan on swooping in and stealing New England back for the king.”

“Since when did you concern yourself with military plans?”

“Since they hired me.”

That simple truth, said so plainly, chilled me. Even though he was just a drummer, he’d be in danger. And he didn’t want to admit it to me, but I was certain that he’d trade that drum for a musket as soon as they let him.

“You’ll be cold in Canada,” I pointed out.

He made a face. “Not in August.”

“Farther north you go, the earlier winter comes.”

Shube stuck out his chest and pounded it. “I don’t fear winter; I’m Boston born and bred. Winter’s afraid of me.”

“Just the same, I’ll knit you some warm socks and mittens. When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow,” he said quietly. “At first light.”

I studied the freckles strewn across his cheeks, already feeling broken by loneliness. It could be months, or longer, before I’d see him again. And I was terribly unskilled at waiting patiently for anything.

Jutting out my chin, I said, “I expect payment for those socks and mittens.”

His smile was tinged with melancholy. “Knowing you, the price will be high.”

“You must write to me, Turnip.” Suddenly nervous, I averted my eyes, swallowing hard as my throat tightened. “They don’t have to be long letters, or even interesting. But… I just…” A sudden coughing fit choked off the flow of my words.

“You poorly?” he asked, thumping me on the back.

“Fine, stop,” I croaked, waving him off. “I need letters from you, so I’ll know you’re alive. And so I’ll know where to send the mittens.”

Throwing back his head, he groaned loudly. “You know I can’t write. Can’t read, neither.”

“You can’t write or read yet,” I corrected. “I’ve seen you do things much harder than book learning. There’ll be fellows in your company who will help.” I reached out and—to our shared astonishment—took his warm, callused hands in mine. “I have full faith and confidence in you, Mister Kent. Write to me. Swear on your honor that you will.”

He looked down at our hands a moment, then stroked his thumb over my knuckles.

“Imagine that,” he finally said. “Me writing letters to you. I guess all things are possible, aren’t they?”

On the other side of the fortification, the officer in charge of the drummers suddenly yelled for the lads to get in line, making both of us jump to our feet.

We’d run out of time.

“I must go.” Shube’s voice cracked. “Don’t want to, but it can’t be helped.”

Annoying tears began leaking from my eyes. I wiped them on my shoulder. “Promise me that you’ll come back.”

“As long as you want me,” Shubel said, leaning forward to whisper in my ear, “I shall always return to you, Culpepper.”

His voice warmed me from the inside out.

“Shubel Kent!” shouted the officer in charge of the drummers. “You’re late!”

We ignored him.

I looked deep into the turnip’s eyes, and he looked into mine… and by the time we blinked, we’d become close in such a dazzling manner that I swear sparks were shooting from our fingertips.
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39. VALLEY OF SHADOWS

FRIDAY, AUGUST 2–MONDAY, AUGUST 12, 1776


’TIS A PESTILENCE THAT WALKETH IN DARKNESS.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



Hannah Sparhawk—clad only in her nightshift and robe, her feet bare of any covering—was sitting on the front steps of the house when I returned. As I approached, I could hear Missus Pike scolding her through the slightly opened front door.

“Get inside this instant!” Missus Pike hissed. “Has your fever scrambled your wits? What will the neighbors say about you sitting outside, barely clothed?”

“Miss Sparhawk?” I asked cautiously. “Whatever is the matter?”

“She is determined to ruin our good name!” answered Missus Pike. “ ’Tis madness to display herself like this!”

Without bothering to ask permission, I felt Hannah’s forehead. She was alarmingly overheated, and a few of the red marks on her forehead had begun swelling. Worst of all, there was a shadow in her eyes that I’d never seen before, and it made me uneasy.

“Yes, I have a fever,” Hannah snapped. “And I feel completely wretched, which is why I want to talk with Mister Doubt. He’s the only one who can take my mind off my troubles.”

Missus Pike stuck her hand out and pointed at me. “Get her inside, Elsbeth!”

“Why can’t you visit with him in the dining room?” I asked.

“I don’t want to!” Hannah exclaimed, touching her throat as she winced. “I don’t feel good and need to lie down. I can’t do that in the dining room.”

Though I’d never met anyone more stubborn than Hannah, this was extreme, even for her. Her fever and rising infection were likely the cause of this foolishness, but she’d never give in to Missus Pike’s demands, not in this mood.

I crouched down in front of her. “I’m not worried about you,” I lied, “but I fear that Mister Doubt’s sense of honor will prevent him from meeting alone with you.” I leaned forward and whispered, “That’s why you went to such lengths the day that you met him at Dock Square, remember?”

Missus Pike opened the door a bit wider. “What are you whispering about?”

“Beg pardon, madam,” I said, rising to my feet. “I was suggesting a respectful compromise. Perhaps Mister Doubt could stand outside Hannah’s open window and talk to her whilst she rests in her bed. I’d stay in the room as chaperone, unless you’d rather do so.”

Hannah glanced up at me, then turned to look at Missus Pike, who opened the door all the way.

“As long as the curtains stay closed,” Missus Pike said. “Now come inside, Hannah. You look ready to keel over.”

When Nyott arrived after dinner, he readily agreed to the terms of the arrangement. Alas, their through-the-window visit was shorter than he’d hoped, for Hannah was too exhausted for actual conversation. After exchanging brief pleasantries, she asked Nyott to tell her stories about his boyhood. He described a frozen day when he was ten years old, sledding down Beacon Hill so fast, he thought he was flying. Sitting on a chair across the room, repairing one of Gilbert’s shirts, I quite enjoyed the story. But when he finished telling it, the room fell into silence, for Hannah had already fallen fast asleep.

The sun hadn’t set yet, so I went outside to weed the carrot patch. The chickens were happily chasing the flies that hovered around the manure pile, but when Flora saw me, she hurried over. She could tell that something was bothering me.

Sitting on the dirt, I smoothed her feathers and quietly confessed, “I’m dreadful worried, my friend. Something is not right with Hannah, and I don’t know what to do.”



To my surprise, the next two days passed more or less normally. I brought down Captain Hunter’s account books and was happy to see Hannah take an interest in them. I chided myself for fretting so much; Hannah Sparhawk had survived worse things than smallpox, I decided. She would conquer the disease in the same way she conquered everything: by relentless determination and the force of her will. Comforted by the thought, I dared to feel hopeful.

But by the third morning, her condition took a turn for the worse. New pox appeared on her face, and it pained her to blink her eyes. Pox erupted on her midsection, too, which had not happened to any of the Pikes. She seemed in a haze all morning, distracted and uncomfortable. That’s when I followed Alexander’s example and began my own chart of observations, thinking they might prove useful to Doctor Crookshank.

August 5. Even more pox on face. New pox on legs, a few on belly and back. Terrible pain in neck. Ate rice pudding. Drank cold mint tea with honey.

The rice pudding seemed to have a magical effect. After lunch, her spirits rose, and she felt sprightly enough for gossip. She wanted to know how the Pikes were recovering and if I’d heard news about any of the other families she knew. After that, she asked about Widow Nash. I confessed my confusion and frustration. Since Missus Pike had allowed me to stay, the housekeeper had not yelled at me, but she still went out of her way to show her disdain.

“That woman is a porcupine, only happy when she’s shooting barbs.” Hannah swallowed and grimaced. “You’re the seventh… no, the eighth maid hired by the Pikes in the last two years. About time someone stood up to her.”

She grimaced again, then gasped, gingerly touching the swelling pox on her cheeks. “Feels like sparks have landed on me.”

“It will soon pass,” I said. “Shall I fetch a fan?”

For hours, I tried everything: fanning, smoothing on ointment and lotions, then applying cloths soaked in ice-cold well water. Every remedy worked for a short while, but soon the burning sensations returned, as if flames were crawling under her skin. I hadn’t suffered such pains when I had the pox, but Momma had.

“What about a bath?” I suggested. “Sitting in a tub of cool water will surely extinguish the heat.”

The first part of the bath was, indeed, very soothing. Wearing a nightshift, she sat carefully in the metal washtub, then purred with pleasure, delighting in how good the cool water felt. Everything was fine until she asked me to rinse out her hair. I dipped the wooden ladle into the water and slowly poured it over the back of her head.

“Stop!” she shrieked, clutching the sides of the tub in pain.

I dropped the ladle. “What’s wrong?”

She raised her hand to her head, but hesitated to touch it. “The water feels as heavy as a brick on my head. Look carefully, what do you see?”

Gentle as I could, I moved a strand of her hair to the side. She did not cry out, so I slowly pushed my fingertips under her hair, trying to feel what lay beneath it. When I realized what had happened, I gasped in alarm. Even my mother did not have to deal with this.

“Tell me the truth,” she said grimly.

I was grateful that she kept her eyes closed, so she couldn’t see the tears that welled up in my eyes. “Your scalp is mostly covered by pox,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “That’s why the water hurts. I think Doctor Crookshank should visit. Tonight.”

Additional Observations, August 5, evening. Doctor came. So many pox on head very bad.



Observations, August 6. Pox filling with fluid. They cover feet and hands—she has more than all the Pikes combined. Rice pudding too hard to swallow. Ate custard, drank broth. Can’t walk to the privy.

Missus Pike allowed me to replace the heavy drapes on the library windows with thin cotton curtains from the boys’ bedchamber. Hannah was pleased with the change; it kept the room cooler, but still prevented Nyott from seeing her. I’d hidden her hand mirror, but she could feel how many pox had bubbled up on her face.

Doctor Crookshank decided to visit daily. I asked him to keep Nyott informed about her condition. I knew it would cause the lad pain, but it was better for him to hear it from a medical man than me. Though I tried very hard not to think about Hannah’s future, I knew that was quickly becoming bleak.

Gilbert also had an alarming number of pox, though not nearly as many as Hannah. The other children were on the path to recovery. The pox on Benjamin and Howler had completely scabbed over, and scabbing had begun on the others. They were all sleeping better at night and had renewed energy during the day. Missus Pike even felt strong enough to move Gilbert into her chamber and care for him herself.

When I asked permission to move my pallet into the library, she agreed right away.



Observations, August 7. Pox milk-colored, much bigger than those of the Pikes. Turning hard. Pox around eyes very sore. Ate a soft-cook egg. Drank broth.

Discomfort kept Hannah (and me) awake most of the night. By dawn, the pox completely covered her face, with no space between them, making her appear as though she wore a suffocating mask. I tried to assure her that they would soon shrink, then dry out, scab over, and fall off. Even if she was left with scars, most would fade in time. The outside of people can change, but the inside doesn’t. She’d still be the fascinating, stubborn, and amusing lass she’d always been.

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she murmured.

Throughout the day, I tried to find something that would amuse her: stories of how the Flucker lass married Mister Knox the bookseller, though her parents disapproved; the rumor that a two-headed calf had been born in Salem; news that an enormous whale had indeed been sighted at the mouth of the harbor. But she waved me away.

It rained that evening, but still, Nyott took his place outside the window and shared his stories about Loyalists being sent into exile and the plans to celebrate the Liberty Tree protest that had taken place years earlier. He laughed, for the British had chopped down the tree, leaving what was known as the “Liberty Stump.”

Hannah didn’t laugh. She didn’t respond at all.

His shadow moved on the other side of the curtains. “Miss Hannah?”

I looked up from my embroidery. She was crying, silently. I leaned close so she could whisper in my ear. “Ask him to leave. But he must come back tomorrow.”

“She is dreadfully tired, sir,” I told him. “She must sleep.”

A few hours later, Hannah awoke with a gasp, befuddled by the illness. That was the first night I sang to her. I didn’t want to, for I don’t have a pleasing voice. But she said a tune would help. I sang her all of my mother’s lullabies and a few of Pappa’s songs from the sea. I prayed as I sang—please don’t let her die, please give her strength, please take away the pain—until I fell asleep.



Observations, August 8. Same conditions as yesterday. Ate bread soaked in milk and maple syrup. Drank mint tea. She says it feels like pox are burning again. Terrible headache and fatigue. Mild fever. Ate a few bites of custard. Drank mint tea boiled with willow bark.

In the morning, harsh pains moved through Hannah’s limbs, making her twitch in discomfort. A powerful headache gripped her tight, made worse by the agonizing pox on her scalp. Sunlight felt like daggers in her eyes, so I fashioned a covering for them of dark cloth. The tea helped fight the return of the fever, but not as much as I’d hoped.

Doctor Crookshank told Missus Pike to free me from my other responsibilities so I could devote myself to Hannah’s care.

I wasn’t sure this was necessary, but it pleased Hannah.

“How delightful.” She started to smile, but winced, for it hurt the sores around her mouth.

“Shall I read from the captain’s accounts?”

“Not now. I want to watch you make me something pretty.” She paused to lick her lips. “Use your enchanted needle on my skirts.”

That’s how I came to carry a few of Hannah’s skirts and the trunk of cloth sent by Captain Hunter down to the library. She spoke slowly and sometimes drifted asleep between sentences, but had strong opinions about the type of embroidery she wanted. I started by stitching dark green flower stems and leaves along the bottom of her yellow skirt. I used my mother’s thimble and scissors and wore Pappa’s leather palm on my left hand. Doing so brought them both into the room with me and gave me strength. I needed that strength, for Hannah was now as sick as my family had been.

When Nyott arrived at the window, I stayed in the room, to keep a worried eye on her. She asked me to give him a book and a lamp so he could read aloud to her. He refused the first three books I handed him, but finally settled for a play, written by a fellow named Shakespeare.



Observations, August 9. Pox have turned yellow. Some leaking. Fever higher. Maddening pain. Cannot find a restful position. Too upset to eat. Drank strong willow bark tea with honey. Doctor gave her a few drops of laudanum.

That day the smell hit, the stench of decay and death that broke my heart, for it meant that there would be few tomorrows for Hannah. Tears running down my face, I tried to ease her suffering. Cool cloths, hours of fanning, an entire jar of rose-water ointment; nothing helped. She was terrified, certain that she’d die at any moment. She made me fetch Missus Pike and gave her instructions about her death. Tabitha should have any of Hannah’s clothing and jewels that she wanted, and I was to get what was left.

Suddenly, she frowned and began to talk nonsense about needing a carriage, a new roof. And then she cried, because everything hurt. This pattern repeated, first talk of death, then lapsing into confusion, until Doctor Crookshank arrived and dosed her with laudanum.

Once the medicine drew her down into a deep sleep, I cut pieces from the bolt of red silk and laid them under her limbs, back, and atop her pillow. Folks said the color red helped fight the pox, plus the silk was softer than the other bedding. As she felt no pain under the drug’s influence, I was able to braid her hair into two pigtails, to keep it from sticking to the leaking sores on her face.

When Nyott arrived, I went outside and explained the severity of her symptoms to him. He did not seem surprised. “A few months ago, we treated a soldier who’d caught the disease in the common way. Miss Sparhawk’s symptoms have followed the same course as his.”

“How many days before he began to feel better?” I asked.

He looked away. “I cannot remember.”

“You’re lying,” I said harshly.

“Yes,” he answered. “Sometimes it helps.”



Observations, August 10. Pox all run together. Raging fever. Unceasing pain relieved only by large doses of laudanum. Sips of water.

Hannah’s face had swollen so much that she could not open her eyes.

“Confluent smallpox,” Doctor Crookshank called it. The most dangerous form of the disease, which I knew only too well, for it was the type that had afflicted Momma.

The room reeked just like our little house in Philadelphia had when my family neared the end. Countless insects flew in, drawn by the stench. Widow Nash arranged for a delivery of bundles of wild mint. When it arrived, she helped me spread it on the floor, windowsills, and the bed. That kept some of the bugs away. I killed the rest.

From watching the rise and fall of Hannah’s breath, I could tell when she was deep in the haze of laudanum and when the medicine was wearing off, which meant it was time for another dose. When she slept, I kept embroidering her yellow skirt, adding flowers atop the stems in every color of thread I had. A few times I asked Widow Nash to sit with her while I went out to the barn to sob in grief and rage at the unfairness of it all. What was the point of ever dreaming of a joyful future when pestilence and war took such delight in killing thousands with a single breath? What was the point of living at all if it was doomed to end in pain and sorrow?

When my rage was spent and my tears ran dry, I’d wash my face and go back inside.

That evening, Nyott came to the window early and stayed late, with no complaints from Missus Pike. He took a chair from the kitchen, so he could comfortably sit while he read Mister Shakespeare’s sonnets to Hannah.



Observations, August 11. Agony continues.

Hannah’s breathing slowed. Doctor Crookshank explained that she’d slipped into a state of insensibility. She would not wake again. She could no longer feel pain or fear. He said he would order the coffin and alert the sexton to dig a grave.

No matter what he said, I was certain she could still hear me. I spoke softly, embroidering her skirt, my needle flashing as I raced to finish it, stitch by stitch. I reminded her of everything she’d ever told me about her parents, her grandmother, her favorite foods and smells and places. I described the shops we’d visited, her solitary walks before dawn, and how she’d taught me to milk a cow. I made up fantasies about her future; that she’d win her independence from Captain Hunter, restore her grandmother’s home, marry Nyott Doubt or some other fine lad and have two or twelve children. One day, she’d become Grandmamma to an entire flock of strong-minded children. Or mayhaps she’d decide not to marry, but would spend a long and joyful life exploring the world and laughing. In the wee hours, I even told her a few things about myself, things I’d never said aloud before; my sorrows, joys, all the dreams that had been crushed, and my fears that I’d never dream again.

In the end, I told her that she was my friend, surprising myself, for it was the honest truth.



Observations, August 12. No need to write.

When everyone in the house was asleep, I let Nyott come in through the window to sit vigil beside me for her last hours.

When she died, he was holding her right hand. I was holding her left.

Shortly after her last breath, I heard the call of a faraway owl. As I went to the window, another owl responded, so close, it could have been perched up on the roof.

I leaned out and whispered a message for them to take Hannah.
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40. SHROUDED

TUESDAY, AUGUST 13, 1776


… BUT THOSE DREAMS ARE BURIED IN THE GRAVE, TRANSITORY AS THE MORNING CLOUD, SHORT LIVED AS THE DEW DROPS.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN



When Momma died, two of her friends had prepared her body for the coffin, tidying her hair and cleaning her face. I’d wanted to help, but they said I was too sick. They took care of my brothers and sister, too. Missus Pike had offered to hire a woman to prepare Hannah’s body, but I said that I’d rather do it. ’Twas a task for someone who cared, not a stranger.

Hannah owned many fine gowns suitable for being buried in, but Doctor Crookshank had pointed out that changing her clothes would require disturbing her body quite a bit, which should be avoided. Most pox patients were buried in the clothes they died in, wrapped in their bedsheets.

He was right, of course.

But he was also wrong, for this was Hannah Sparhawk we were discussing. She would have insisted on looking as good as possible, even in her coffin.

As I couldn’t put the newly embroidered yellow skirt on her, I simply laid it over her bottom half, tugging it down so it covered her bare feet and smoothing out the wrinkles. I put her ivory combs in her hair, and the small velvet bag that held her grandmother’s earrings into her hands. I gently dabbed her swollen face with warm water, scented with lavender oil. Touching the cool, blistered skin just about ripped my heart out. I had to remind myself that she was no longer suffering, and to be grateful for that. This body had contained her spirit, the way a hearth protects a good and useful fire. My last job for her was to honor it best as I could.

Sewing as fast as a bird in flight, I stitched together four long pieces of Hannah’s favorite blue silk to make a blanket of sorts. Then I sewed the silk blanket to the edges of the sheet that she lay upon, so that she rested in a soft cocoon. I folded down the top edge of the silk, smoothed her hair on the pillow, and opened the curtains to let in the sun.

When I went in to wake Missus Pike, she awoke with a start, her eyes wild with confusion until she focused on me.

“Hannah?” she asked.

I had to nod, for I had no words.

Howler, who’d been sleeping beside Missus Pike, gave a groan, but he quickly quieted when his mother rubbed his back. Once he’d fallen back asleep, Missus Pike motioned for me to follow her. Slipping silently past the sleeping children in the parlor, we went into the library. She sat on the edge of Hannah’s bed and bowed her head, lips moving in prayer.

I had so many questions, but I waited until she whispered “Amen,” wiped her eyes, and raised her head.

“Missus Pike—”

She laid a finger on her lips to silence me. Taking me by the hand, she led me out of the room, across the hall, and through the front door. Once it was closed behind us, she sat on the front steps—in her nightshift and robe—and motioned for me to sit beside her as the birds began their pre-dawn chorus.

I waited for three breaths, but then I couldn’t wait anymore.

“She didn’t want to be buried at night,” I explained urgently. “The thought of it horrified her.”

“The rule about burying pox patients at night was lifted when the inoculation period began. I expect that she’ll be buried in a few hours.” She patted my hand gently. “Thank you, Elsbeth, for all you’ve done. And now,” she added, slowly standing, “I must tell the children.”



When Missus Pike led her children in to say their goodbyes, I went to the barn to milk Ruggles. Mostly I cried, leaning my head against the cow’s warm side, with Flora sitting on my feet. By the time I finally finished the milking, Nyott had arrived with the carpenter who’d built the coffin. Missus Pike allowed him a few moments alone with Hannah before he helped the carpenter lay her body in the coffin. He went outside as the man nailed the box shut.

If she’d died from measles or falling from a horse, Hannah’s body might have been sent to Providence so it could rest next to her grandmother and parents. But smallpox interfered with death as much as life. ’Twas absolutely forbidden to send her to a different town, for fear of spreading the disease.

Doctor Crookshank had advised the Pikes not to attend Hannah’s burial, fearing that the strong emotions often felt in a graveyard would delay their recovery. That’s why the very-nearly-a-doctor Nyott Doubt walked alone behind the wagon that carried the coffin of the girl he loved.

I walked behind him, stunned by how quickly we’d lost her and near drowning in grief. Caring for her had rekindled my powerful sorrow for my family. Following in the dust kicked up by the wagon wheels, it was as if I were burying them again. Burying a piece of myself as well.

I could scarce take in what the minister said at the grave, but he had a soothing voice. My thoughts kept drifting back to the night when Hannah and I had sat together on the roof, when she said that she didn’t want to be buried in the dark. At least I was able to grant her that wish.

Miss Hannah Sparhawk was buried on a sunny day, while the winds unfurled ribbons of wispy clouds in the silky-blue sky above. I would mourn her for the rest of my life.
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41. MOLTING SEASON

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 14–FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 29, 1776


I LIVE IN HOPES THAT THE SAME HAND WHICH MADE ME YOUR BROTHER AND YOU MY SISTER, WILL BRING US TOGETHER AGAIN—UNLESS IT WERE FOR HOPE, THE HEART WOULD BREAK.

—WILLIAM PECK TO HIS TEN-YEAR-OLD SISTER, REBECCA, WHEN THEY WERE SEPARATED BY THE WAR



Nothing made sense in the murky weeks that followed.

I was no longer Elsbeth Culpepper. I was not a maid-of-all-things or a hopeful seamstress. I didn’t even feel like a daughter or a friend, not anymore. I was just a broken girl, weighted down by unyielding sorrow.

Some days my mind seemed to abandon me, making it difficult to hear people or remember what I’d been told to do. I grew even clumsier than before, tripping over thresholds, dropping plates, and spilling the contents of every bucket I touched. Other days I couldn’t stop pondering the waves of disasters that had left me shipwrecked and drowning.

But somehow, life continued.

After we buried Hannah, Nyott Doubt joined the army as a doctor’s assistant and left for New York. One by one, the Pikes recovered. They had scars, of course, but not too terribly many. Missus Pike said they were a blessing, for they proved that her children were forever protected from the disease. Tabitha insisted that pockmarks were battle scars.

By the end of September, the thousands of people who’d come to town for inoculating had returned home. The folks who’d fled in July, refusing to be inoculated (a much smaller group), came back. After visiting a few of them, Missus Pike told her husband that they had no interest in discussing matters of inoculation.

If Hannah had been there, she would have made great fun out of teasing Missus Pike, reminding her that she’d once been against inoculations too.

But Hannah wasn’t there.

I kept expecting her to turn up, laughing because she’d snuck out of the house again. I wanted to tell her that Billy Rawdon had been arrested and sent to jail for three years. I wanted to show her that Gilbert had lost another tooth, Benjamin was proving quite skilled at mathematics, and Howler was finally talking. If Hannah were here, she’d have cheered loud and long for all the lads. I kept waiting to hear her voice, though it was forever stilled.

That waiting for the impossible created agonies in me. Mayhaps that was why Pappa had dragged us out of Philadelphia so quick; he’d kept expecting Momma and the children to appear. Every moment that they didn’t was another knife in his heart.

I understood that better now.



Autumn was the back end of the year, Momma used to say, the scurrying time of preparing for winter. First, the butterflies flew away, followed by flocks of birds so enormous, they blocked out the sun. Soon I woke to frost on the ground. Chilly winds stripped the trees of their red, brown, and orange leaves. My chickens stopped laying eggs and began molting, losing so many feathers that they looked half-dressed and embarrassed about it. The feathers would grow back in time to keep them warm for the winter, but until then, they preferred to stay cozy in the coop.

I felt like I was molting too, growing out of the girl I’d been, but not sure of what would come next. I couldn’t count on another crop of feathers to warm me. Overcome by restlessness, I started walking the town after church every Sunday. I took longer on my errands than was necessary too, stealing time to visit the tailors and few seamstresses who’d finally returned to town. None of them would take me on as an apprentice, but I kept inquiring, just in case.

On clear days, I’d go to the top of Beacon Hill and scan the horizon for incoming ships. I didn’t dare hope that Pappa would be aboard one, but I prayed for another letter from him. Pappa didn’t write to me, but Shubel did, twice. The first time was a crudely written alphabet with Shube’s name at the bottom, in a different hand. The second was written by him, “Best drumr Shubel Kent,” next to a fairly good picture of a drummer. The fool neglected to tell me where to send his mittens and socks. According to Tabitha, the army in the north was on the move.

I kept knitting, sourly pondering a very uncertain future.

My choices were few. I could stay on with the Pikes. I could move to a different town and start over, pretending that I was older than eighteen, though that seemed unwise. If I were lucky, I might find work in a tavern or as a laundress. But neither Luck nor Fortune seemed destined to shine on me.

Frustration began infecting my thoughts and actions. On the sunniest day, I could see only threatening clouds. My temper sparked easily. Once, Benjamin chased Gilbert out of the kitchen door just as I was entering with a basket of fresh eggs. The basket flew up, the eggs dropped down and smashed. Children run, things fall down, and maids clean up; such is the way of the world. One of the many good things about chickens is that they lay an egg every day. In ordinary times, I would have shrugged and asked the boys to be more careful.

Instead, I unleashed a horrible tirade of anger, berating them until both boys cried. After they apologized and went inside, I caught a glimpse of movement at the window. ’Twas Widow Nash, watching me. But in the strange way that a window can show you what is inside, it can also reflect your own image back to you at the same time. So, I saw my face in the same position as the peevish face of the housekeeper. I saw my future.

My spirits sank so low, I forgot what joy felt like. Meanwhile, my legs grew more and more restless.



As the days grew shorter, new feathers appeared on my chickens and Ruggles’s coat grew thick and shaggy. When I put on my winter skirt for the first time, I was shocked by how short it was. I hadn’t realized that I was still growing. When Momma made it for me, she’d left plenty of fabric in the hem so that it could be let down. But I’d already let it all the way down a year earlier.

If I asked Missus Pike, I knew she’d buy the cloth that I needed. Highborn folk like their servants to look good. But the thought of making the request did not sit well with me. Nor did the notion of using my wages to buy it myself, though that was a perfectly reasonable solution. I still hadn’t decided what to do when the first snow fell. That night, I opened Hannah’s trunks of cloth. The remaining silk lay on top; I set it to the side. I did the same with the taffeta and the elegant brocade. At the very bottom, I finally found something suitable: finely woven brown wool, the color of tea long steeped in the pot.

Instead of walking after church that week, I sharpened Momma’s scissors on the whetstone, spread the cloth on the kitchen table, and cut out the triangles and rectangles that I required. The sewing of the skirt, and the fixing of the mistakes I made, took much longer than I thought it would, but I finished near the end of November, just before the first deep snow fell.

Walking to the barn wearing that warm, wonderfully long skirt made me right pleased with myself. A thin layer of ice had formed atop Ruggles’s water basin. I pushed on it, thinking it would snap instantly, but it was thicker than I’d assumed. Ruggles glanced at me, knowing me for a fool, though I was a well-dressed fool, for a change. I put both hands on the ice and gave it a sharp shove.

Craaaaaack!

The sound echoed in the barn, so loud that it startled us both. One more push and the ice snapped into two pieces that I threw outside. Ruggles snorted, then took a drink.

I sat on the stool and set to milking. That sound made by the breaking ice kept echoing in my mind, like an irritating rooster that refuses to stop crowing. It caused a curious stirring deep within me, a rather unwelcome sensation. I tried to rid myself of it by shaking my head vigorously, but that just made me dizzy. And then it hit me—the cracking ice had sounded just like the falling mirror on the night when the Patriots had rained cannonballs on Boston, with me hidden under the table at the top of the stairs.

Fshhh. Fshhh. Steam rose as the warm milk hit the ice-cold pail. The wind blew hard against the barn. Ruggles took another messy drink of water.

My mind wandered down an unfamiliar path. Broken ice in a cow’s water basin could freeze again and return to its former state, if the air was cold enough. Broken mirrors, broken towns, shattered nations; they could not ever be the same. However, they could be made anew, crafted into a different object or a different sort of place.

But what of a person? What of a life overturned by unexpected events?

I shook my head again and told Ruggles, “Don’t waste your time on philosophical thoughts. They quickly turn into knots that refuse to be untangled.”

She ignored me, for she was a clever beast.

Then that knot untangled itself, and a new notion hatched; an absurd one, but interesting.

By dinnertime, the notion had grown into a plan.

After I finished the dishes that night, I went into the parlor. The crackling fire in the hearth lit up the faces in the room. Mister and Missus Pike sat together on the sofa, with Howler and Gilbert half asleep snuggled between them, and Benjamin at their feet, playing with small metal soldiers. Alexander and Tabitha sat at the small table, sharing an inkpot as each scribbled away on something important.

They weren’t my family, but they’d become familiar in a way that comforted me. Suddenly seized by doubt, I almost changed my mind. Was I making a terrible mistake?

Missus Pike looked up. “What is it, Elsbeth?”

“Uh…” I hesitated. “Shall I bring in more wood, ma’am?”

“We’re fine.” She smoothed Howler’s hair. “Was there something else?”

I hadn’t thought about telling her my plans in front of the children. Should I wait until they’d gone to bed?

No. They’d seen plenty of changes in their short lives. Better to say my piece and be done with it. Swallowing hard, I reached deep for my courage.

“I appreciate all the kindness that you’ve shown me, Missus and Mister Pike, I truly do. But I think the time has come for me to speak to an Overseer of the Poor.”

Looking puzzled, Mister Pike asked, “Do you know of a family who needs the town’s help?”

“Just one person, sir.” I took a deep breath. “Me.”

“Explain yourself,” Missus Pike said, sitting up straighter.

“My father didn’t abandon me, ma’am, but he is still absent. There’s no telling when”—I had to take another deep breath, for these were very hard words to say—“or if, he’ll return.”

“I’m certain he’ll come back,” Tabitha chimed in.

“I hope you’re right.” I gave her a weak smile. “But until he does, I’m a lass without parent or guardian. As Missus Pike once explained, the overseers are in charge of people like me. I want them to bind me out to a seamstress, a woman who can teach me the art and skills of that trade.”

“That’s doubtful, for there are not many such seamstresses,” said Mister Pike. “You’d likely be sent to a farm, where the work will be much harder than your position here.” He glanced at his wife, who gave him a silent nod. “We’ve already discussed your peculiar situation, Elsbeth, knowing how difficult this year has been. I’d be happy to accompany you to the overseers. If you agree, I’ll ask them to bind you out to us, formally, with a proper contract. That way, you wouldn’t have to concern yourself about your future.”

“That would be the best solution,” added Missus Pike. “You are a part of our family now, Elsbeth, just like Widow Nash. This past year has been extremely hard on her as well. The doctor has suggested that her working days will soon be over. I’d like her to train you as our next housekeeper. We’ll hire a kitchen maid to serve under you, of course, so you’ll have plenty of time for mending and sewing.”

Alexander and Tabitha had stopped writing and were watching me keenly. I thought carefully before I spoke, for I owed the Pikes my gratitude as well as the truth. But the time had come to declare my independence.

“That is a generous offer, madam. Many lasses in my place would be happy to accept it. But I’m not many lasses. I’m just me, and I do not want to spend my life in servitude. There’s nothing dishonorable about being a kitchen maid or a housekeeper, of course. But I yearn for more. I want to choose for myself.”

Mister Pike’s face flushed red. “Children cannot choose for themselves,” he said sternly. “At your age, you lack both experience and wisdom. If you insist on leaving us, the overseers will do the best they can for you.” He jutted out his chin, as if I’d wounded him. “But I fear you shall regret it.”

Missus Pike cleared her throat loudly. “My husband is trying to express his concern for you, Elsbeth, which I share. Winter is a quiet time on farms. If you can wait a few months—say, until March—there will be more families seeking a girl like you. Perhaps one will have a wife who takes in sewing and would be happy to teach you the skills that you desire.”

Frustrated that my grand announcement had not amounted to much, I wanted to lash out, but Missus Pike was being so reasonable, that would have been churlish. I felt suddenly small and quite lonely. I ached for every person in my family, for Shubel, and for Hannah, missing them fiercely. The Pikes thought they understood me, but they hardly knew me at all.

Missus Pike arched an eyebrow, still awaiting my response.

I forced out the words she wanted to hear. “A good suggestion, ma’am. Thank you.”

“Indeed,” she said primly. “Now take Howler and Gilbert upstairs and get them ready for bed.”
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42. THUNDERSTRUCK

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 1776


WE HAVE MY FRIEND, PESTILENCE, WE HAVE THE SWORD, TWO THUNDERING MESSENGERS. MAY THEY BRING US TO OUR SENSES, LEARN US TO LIVE AS MEN OUGHT TO…

—DR. COTTON TUFTS TO JOHN ADAMS



Late the next afternoon, I escorted Tabitha into town, for she’d been invited by the Rivingtons for supper and an evening of singing. Heavy clouds obscured the last rays of the sun and made folks light their candles and lanterns early. The sharp north wind promised snow. I welcomed the prospect of heavy weather, for it suited my restlessness. Though Missus Pike’s point about waiting until spring before being bound out was a good one, it vexed me something fierce.

“What’s that crowd doing?” Tabitha asked, pointing to the boisterous group of gentlemen walking up King Street. We paused to watch as they passed us by, chattering like excitable schoolboys.

“Delegates from the Congress?” I ventured.

“None that I recognize, but maybe they brought news from Philadelphia,” she said. “Let’s ask someone on the ship that brought them. We can inquire about the Defiance too—that would make Mother happy.”

A few sailors were busy rolling barrels from the ship onto the wharf, while others had climbed the rigging to tie up the sails. I approached the much-weathered fellow who seemed to be keeping an eye on them, with Tabitha a few steps behind me.

“Good evening, sir, and welcome to Boston,” I said with a respectful curtsy.

He spared a half glance at me, then returned his sharp gaze to the men in the rigging. “Good evening, lass.”

“If I may trouble you, sir, I seek news about the Defiance, a privateer captained by a man named Hunter. ’Tis long overdue. Have you heard of it?”

“Nay, lass.” The fellow scratched his chin. “Privateers are ranging as far as Ireland and England these days. No telling when they’ll turn up.”

“Did you sail from Philadelphia?” asked Tabitha, gesturing toward the vessel.

The man stepped aside to make room for a sailor carrying a crate down the walkway. “New York,” he said. “We were sent there to fetch the prisoners.”

Tabitha’s eyes grew wide. “Prisoners? Was there an exchange?”

“Aye.” The man pulled a pipe from his coat pocket and knocked it against the post. “We handed over an arrogant dolt named Colonel Skene. In return, the Brits gave us the famous Schoolmaster Lovell and a few ordinary fellows. That was him who just went up the street. Popular, I guess you could call him.”

I’d heard Lovell’s name a few times, but had no idea why he might be called “famous.” Judging from the look on Tabitha’s face, she knew more than I did.

“Thank you, sir,” said Tabitha, most enthusiastically. “All of Boston thanks you.”

“Who is this Mister Lovell?” I asked her as we walked away. “Why would the whole town care about him?”

“A well-loved schoolmaster locked up by the British for being a Patriot spy. He shared a cell with Father for months, kept him alive by sharing his food.” She raised the hood of her cloak against the wind. “When they evacuated, the British left Father behind, but they took Mister Lovell with them to Halifax, for he had been a much louder Patriot. He’s been jailed there ever since. ’Tis a miracle he survived.”

Halifax?

“But that man said they sailed from New York,” I pointed out.

“The newspaper printed a rumor that Mister Lovell had been moved to New York.” She paused, frowning. “Was it last month, or earlier? Time has felt quite odd since our days of smallpox, hasn’t it?” She shivered once and stomped her feet. “You must go straight to Mister Lovell’s house, Elsbeth. It’s on School Street, nearly across from the church. Ask their housekeeper if he is accepting visitors this evening, or if tomorrow would suit him better. Then hurry home and tell Father.” She grinned. “And watch him erupt with happiness!”

Halifax! Mister Lovell might know something about Pappa!

“Are you sure you’ll be fine on your own?” I asked.

“Pish posh!” she said with a wave of her hand. “The Rivingtons are just around the corner from here. But you must fetch me at seven o’clock. They’ll never let me walk home alone.”



The Lovell house seemed lit up by a hundred candles. I had to wait quite a long while in the kitchen before the housekeeper had a moment to spare.

“Seems everyone in town will be dropping by tonight,” she said, carrying a stone crock from the pantry. “The more the merrier, that’s what Mister Lovell is saying. Your master is most welcome to visit, though you must warn him, we’re running out of refreshments.”

“Would it be helpful if I brought back some cookies for your guests?” I asked. “Widow Nash has been baking all day.”

She began cutting thin slices from a fat brick of cheese on the table. “You are an angel, my dear. Yes, thank you very—”

A sudden rumble outside caught her attention as well as mine. “That was thunder,” she said in surprise.

“Couldn’t be.” I peered out the window. “It’s snowing, not raining.”

    With a brief chuckle, she resumed cutting the cheese. “Happens from time to time, but it always startles the mind. ’Tis a good omen, you know. ‘Snowy winter, sunny harvest,’ that’s what the old folks say.”



When I left the Lovell house, the snow was falling as thick and fast as I’d ever seen. A sudden crackle in the air made me jump. The low rumble that followed sounded like distant cannon fire. The unexpected snow had swiftly made the ground slick and treacherous, forcing me to creep along with great caution. The curtains of most houses were shut tight against the cold, and the added darkness made the going even more of a challenge. With the snow blowing straight into my face, I had to keep my head down and pause at every intersection to get my bearings. Though I’d walked these streets countless times, it felt like I’d stumbled into a new country, without map or compass.

Spotting a figure in the distance was strangely comforting; at least I wasn’t alone. Before long, I could tell that it was a man ahead of me, leaning heavily on a cane, which accounted for him moving much slower than me.

As a wagon drawn by two snow-covered horses rolled by, the man hailed the driver.

“Beg pardon, sir!” he called loudly, so he could be heard above the roaring wind. “This snow has confused me. Have I passed Summer Street yet?”

I didn’t hear the rumble of thunder, but I felt something just as powerful. His voice…

“Nearly there,” replied the man in the wagon. “Left at the next cross street. Odd weather, don’t you think?”

“All weather is fine,” said the fellow with the cane, “when you’re almost home.”

His voice!

Time stopped.

I swear to you, dear reader, it truly did. The snow hung in the air without falling. The wind paused. The man ahead of me seemed frozen in place, as did the wagon driver. Even the breath-clouds of the horses were frozen, like globes of ice suspended in the air.

Though I did not understand how or why, I was the only creature capable of movement. It felt like I was flying over the frozen ground, a journey that took only the blink of an eye, but in truth, had lasted for the better part of a year.

And suddenly, I was at his side.

And suddenly, the snow resumed falling. The horses breathed in again and shook their heads to clear the snow from their eyes. The wagon driver slapped the reins gently and spoke to the horses. “Walk on.”

The man with the cane tipped his hat and watched as the wagon pulled away. I hesitated, but then reached out and touched his sleeve. “Pappa?”

Startled, he quickly turned to look at me.

“Elsbeth!” my father cried.

We embraced right there on the snow-covered street, laughing and sobbing with joy and relief.

Pappa was home.
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43. ONE STITCH AT A TIME

DECEMBER 1, 1781


WHEN I CAST MY EYES BACKWARD; AND TAKE A GENERAL SURVEY, OF THE GREAT ALTERATIONS WHICH HAVE BEEN MADE WITHIN THESE FEW YEARS, I BEHOLD A PORTRAIT WHOSE LINES ARE MARKED WITH INDELIBLE CHARACTERS—THE FICKLENESS OF FORTUNE, THE SHORTNESS AND UNCERTAINTY OF LIFE, AND THE INSTABILITY OF HUMAN AFFAIRS.

—ELIZABETH SMITH TO HER SISTER ABIGAIL ADAMS



Dearest reader, figuring that you might want to know what happened next, I’ve decided that now, five years after Pappa came home, I shall write this final chapter for you.



I did not take any cookies to the Lovells’ housekeeper that night. Mister Pike did that (can you imagine?), and after he’d paid his respects to Master James Lovell, he fetched Tabitha home. He didn’t have much of a choice, for Missus Pike insisted that my job was to stay close to Pappa.

The hard living in Halifax had aged him, but his smile was brighter than I remembered and he laughed easier than he had in years. Sitting at the kitchen table, he ate enough supper for three men (which pleased Widow Nash enormously) while he told us of his journey home.

Nova Scotia was a cold, rocky island perched at the north edge of the Atlantic. Confident that escape was impossible, the British Army had held Pappa and the other kidnapped sailors in loose confinement, giving them permission to walk around the town freely when they weren’t working. When Pappa heard that Master Lovell—who’d also been kidnapped from Boston—was in the Halifax jail, Pappa made it his business to visit the fellow regularly, bringing what food and clothing he could spare.

At the same time, Pappa began a campaign of deceit with the British Navy, pretending that his injuries were worsening, making it impossible for him to do anything useful. When the exchange for Master Lovell was finally agreed upon, the navy was happy to release Pappa, too, for it meant that they no longer had to feed him.

I did not try to hide my pride at his cleverness. “The Committee of Safety ought to consult with you, Pappa,” I said, sliding another slice of venison onto his plate. “I imagine your wisdom in such matters would be of great help.”

After supper, he fell asleep quickly on a pallet next to mine in the attic, and he didn’t wake until midday, when I brought him up his meal on a tray. We sat on the floor and ate together—pork pie with pickled cabbage and hard-boiled eggs—as I told him what had happened to me in his absence. Parts of my story wounded him deeply, particularly those about Billy Rawdon. (’Tis just as well for Rawdon’s sake that when his time in the Boston jail was up, he was taken directly to the jail in Portsmouth, to serve time for the long list of crimes he had committed there.)

When I finished my tale, Pappa cupped my chin in his hand and kissed my forehead. “I’m proud of you, lass,” he said, his voice raw with emotion. “I know your mother is proud too.”

With recommendations from both Mister Pike and Master Lovell, it didn’t take Pappa long to find work as the boss of a newly opened sail loft. By the end of December, we’d moved into a small rented house on Margaret’s Lane, with a parlor in front, a kitchen in the back, two chambers upstairs, and room for chickens in the yard. My chickens. Missus Pike generously gave us all four of my girls, plus two extra for all my help, as well as any furniture we wanted to take from the attic and barn.

I continued working for the Pikes for one year more, until the end of 1777, when we’d saved up enough to pay for my apprenticeship. It proved impossible to find one in Boston, but Widow Johnson, a kind seamstress who’d opened a shop on Paddy’s Alley, used her connections of kin and needle to secure me a place for a year with Missus Fletcher, in faraway Hadley, Massachusetts.

(It pained me something terrible to be separated from Pappa again, but I did it, writing him a long letter every week and receiving one from him in return.)

In Hadley, Missus Fletcher taught me how to sew plain clothes faster and make the fancier gowns and jackets preferred by the upper sort of ladies. When I returned to Boston in January of 1779, I started working for Widow Johnson. Pappa did a bit of work for her too, building shelves and a counter for the shop and repairing the drafty windows in her home above it. To my surprise, the two of them had become rather close in my absence. I’d never thought of my father with anyone other than my mother, but when I saw how happy they made each other, I welcomed her to the family. The only difficulty was what I should call her, for “Widow Johnson Who Was Now Missus Culpepper” seemed awkward. After discussing the matter whilst sewing a pink cotton gown, she told me to call her by her given name, Susanna, when we were alone, and “Mistress” when a customer was in the shop.

(Yes, the business of becoming a she-merchant with a shop of my own is taking longer than I expected. But fear not! I shall persevere. I’ve already begun planning how I want it to look, with south-facing windows, walls painted white, and a large mirror. I’ve begun to embroider lengths of Hannah’s silks with trees, wildflowers, and birds of every sort. These will be set in frames and hung from the walls as testimony to the elegant range of my needle skills.)

The Pikes hired a maid to replace me. She quit after the first month, as did the lass who replaced her and the one after that, all of them driven away by Widow Nash’s unreasonable demands and constant anger. Missus Pike finally faced the truth of the situation and told Widow Nash that her working days were over. Out of respect for Nash’s lifetime of service, the Pikes set her up in a small cottage with a warm hearth and promised to look after her forever.

Howler Pike is now a tall lad of six years who thinks rather highly of himself (which he learned from Hannah Sparhawk, I suspect). Nine-year-old Gilbert visits me nearly every day after school, sometimes with Benjamin, who has become a charming lad with a great fondness for business, much to his father’s relief. Alexander proved to be one of the most accomplished students at Harvard, though he hated every minute of it. Since graduating, he’s been working with Mister Peck, designing ships for the American Navy. Tabitha studied all of Alexander’s books and deserves a Harvard degree of her own, though they’ll never give one to her. She writes essays about our new country that she exchanges with like-minded ladies across New England and is engaged to Mister Alcott, the printer. Unhappy with this match, her parents are requiring a long engagement, but in the end, Tabitha will get her way.

We learned the fate of the Defiance right after the news arrived about the Patriot victory at Saratoga. Though his ship was already laden with stolen treasure, Captain Hunter’s greed had compelled him to chase down one more ship before returning to Boston. ’Twas a fatal error. The brig he’d targeted was bristling with cannons and sailors hungry for battle. Shot in the heart, Captain Hunter died shortly before the Defiance sank to the bottom of the sea. Thankfully, Thomas Pike and the rest of the crew were plucked from the water by their enemies. After months jailed in London, Thomas finally returned home, where learning of Hannah’s tragic death affected him more deeply than anyone could have guessed. After telling his parents that he’d hoped to marry Hannah one day, Thomas enlisted in the navy and went back to sea. In truth, I feel very sad for him.

I tried not to feel sad about Nyott Doubt. He never returned to Boston, never wrote to any of us. I hope he survived the war. I like to imagine him as a proper doctor now, living amongst good people and not fretting too much. I know that’s a bit optimistic. The war’s chaos destroyed countless lives, including Judge Bellingham’s. When letters could be sent more freely from Nova Scotia, we learned the fates of many of the Loyalists who evacuated. Miserable in frigid Halifax, Judge Bellingham sailed for England in the spring of 1778, but he never arrived. He died of apoplexy and was buried at sea.

Captain Hunter had indeed robbed Hannah Sparhawk’s inheritance. After his death, it became a matter for the courts to decide what would become of the money that was left. Alas, it will not come to me, because fairy tales don’t come true. The lawyers claim they are searching for distant Sparhawk relatives who are entitled to inherit it, but they are taking so long to do so, I suspect only a few shillings will be left after the lawyers’ fees are paid.



I can hear your thoughts, dear reader. You are wondering about the fate of Shubel Kent (as well you should).



The turnip sent me a short note every month or so, until late summer of 1777, when he fought in the battles of Bennington and Saratoga, armed with a musket instead of a drum. This I learned from Mister Powers, a free black man who fought alongside Shube. Appointed as one of the guards who marched thousands of captured lobsterbacks from Saratoga to Cambridge, Mister Powers found me weeding the back garden of the Pikes in October of that year.

When he explained who he was, the blood drained from my face. I was terrified that he had come to tell me that Shube had been killed.

But no, his mission was to give me a present from the turnip: six unmatched buttons—brass, wood, and horn—that Shubel had collected in his travels.

“He thought you might use them in your sewing,” explained Mister Powers, a friendly-faced fellow whose clothes marked him as a middling sort: navy-blue felt hat, a crisp white well-tailored shirt (the sleeves rolled up on account of the heat), navy-blue breeches, and polished black shoes with pewter buckles.

“Your lad has terrible taste in presents,” he continued, “but he’s a fast learner, I’ll give him that. One of the quickest students I ever had.” He handed me a thick stack of folded papers, tied with a dirty red ribbon. “He’s been working on these for weeks. You’ll likely find some unusual spellings. He prefers his own variations of many words.”

“You’re the one who’s been teaching him to read and write?” I asked, enormously cheered by the weight of the letters in my hand.

Widow Nash stuck her head out the kitchen door, scowling, for Mister Powers was a black man and Widow Nash was still a hate-filled woman.

“Don’t be such a toad,” I told her. “Mister Powers is my friend.”

She slammed the door without a word.

Mister Powers ignored the rude interruption. “Before the war, I held a night school in the West End for working people, mostly those once held in slavery and denied the chance to study when they were young. Shubel has been as good a student as any of them.”

I clutched the letters to my chest. “Thank you, sir,” I said warmly. “Thank you so very much. You have lifted my heart today, and I am so grateful.” I paused, trying to think of a way to repay his generosity. “Must you be returning to the army, Mister Powers?”

“In three days,” he said, his face suddenly somber. “I’ve just enough time for a short visit with my wife and children. After we attend church on Sunday, I must depart.”

“Where will the army go next?”

“Not sure if the generals are still eyeing Canada or if they’ve something else in mind. The snow will soon be here.”

“Is there any chance that you are in need of mittens or wool socks, Mister Powers?” I asked hopefully. “I’ve been knitting up a storm since Shube left and have made enough to equip an entire company. You’re welcome to all of it, sir, if you’ve room in your sack. If not, just take whatever you want.”

“The lads will be quite grateful for mittens and socks,” he said with confidence. Smiling, he swept his hat off his head and bowed gracefully. “On their behalf, I thank you for such a needed contribution to our cause, Miss Culpepper. We are much obliged, indeed.”



Shubel held fast to his promise to write whenever he could, but he didn’t return home until the early spring of 1780. Though alarmingly thin, he was twice the size that he’d been when he left. After I finished shrieking with surprise (and embracing him with all of my strength), Shubel greeted Susanna and Pappa politely, and sat down to share supper with us.

Do you know what I remember most about that meal? How absurdly proud he was when explaining that he’d been wounded only once, though it was not at the hands of the British. He’d chopped off the end of his left little finger, trying to fell a pine tree at the Valley Forge winter camp. Roaring with laughter, Pappa pounded the table with glee, which pleased me to no end.

Shubel stayed with us for a month, regaining his strength and pondering what to do next, for his enlistment had ended. I could fill another book with the conversations, long strolls, and amusements that we shared, but I’m nearly out of paper, and in truth, most of what we talked about was rather private. (I hope you understand.)

First, we renewed our friendship. Then we pondered our future and the possibility that we might want to share the days ahead with each other, forever. He spent time with Pappa, too, visiting the shipyards and meeting tradesmen who needed a strong lad who knew how to work.

But I could tell he was going to enlist again. The war was not over, and the desire to finish what he’d started was written on his face, plain as day. Thinking of the hundreds of ways he could die terrified me, but I’d learned a few things about facing my fears, and I knew how to survive a long separation from someone I loved.

By then, we were both eighteen. In ordinary times, we would have courted for another three or four years, working hard and saving our money for our own home. But in times of war, the rules are different. The day before he left to rejoin the army, Shubel Kent and I were married in the parlor by our minister, in the presence of Pappa, Susanna, Tabitha Pike and her Mister Alcott, and Flora, my best chicken. I like to think that Hannah arranged for the sunshine that poured down on us that day.

And then Shube went back to war, along with thousands and thousands of others who’d reenlisted to complete the work of independency. They marched south, for battles in Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia. He didn’t have much of a chance to write, but I understood.

And then a month ago, at the end of the Siege of Yorktown… the American and French troops combined beat the British, once and for all. We were truly an independent nation.

When the news came, Boston celebrated with more cannon fire and the ringing of all the church bells. Candles lit the windows of every building in town, and fireworks were set off in front of Governor Hancock’s house. There will have to be peace negotiations, Tabitha has explained to me, and that could drag out a long while. But our soldiers will soon return. My soldier will soon return, and we’ll finally have the chance to live an ordinary life.

Rebellions are unexpected, violent things, dear reader, filled one moment with terror and another with joy. If you ever wind up in one, know that most days, you’ll be swimming in uncertainty. That is why you must equip yourself with the tools of courage: a strong body, a quick mind, and good friends. Thus armed, you will weather any storms that the Fates send your way.

Best of all, you’ll be prepared for the days of true independence that await you.

Huzzah!
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NOTES ON SOURCES

Thanks to Boston’s significant role in the Revolutionary War and the region’s tradition of preserving history, finding reliable sources for this book was a joy. This summary will give you the highlights of my research; the complete bibliography is available on my website.

In July 1776, Abigail Adams traveled with her flock—four children, her sisters and their families, a few cousins, and her father’s enslaved maid, Phoebe—to Boston, to be inoculated against smallpox. She wrote long letters about the ordeal to her husband, John; letters that inspired this book. You can read them online in the Adams Papers Digital Edition, provided by the Massachusetts Historical Society. A wonderful collection of eyewitness accounts of the Siege of Boston is also available on the society’s website. The Adams family was separated for most of the war because of John’s service in the Continental Congress and overseas on diplomatic missions. But Abigail and John were united in their commitment to American independence.

People whose families had been torn apart by political differences wrote letters filled with anguish. For example, seventeen-year-old Lucy Flucker was disowned by her wealthy Loyalist family when she married Henry Knox, the charming Patriot bookseller. Her parents evacuated first to Nova Scotia and later to London; they never saw their rebellious daughter again. Lucy wrote to her sister, Hannah, “Oh, my sister, how horrid is this war, Brother against Brother and the parent against the child.” I found that in the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, which has a robust Revolutionary War collection, including the bills sent to Henry Knox for the rebuilding of his bookstore, which suffered mightily at the hands of the British. (You’ll find a cameo appearance by those workmen in chapter 19.)

I studied property records, deeds, and maps to understand the character of the town’s different neighborhoods. Probate inventories—lists of a recently deceased person’s belongings—gave me insight into the furnishings, clothing, and debts of wealthier Bostonians. Guardianship paperwork, including legal challenges to guardians accused of mismanaging estates, opened up my eyes to the potential abuse of vulnerable children by unscrupulous guardians.

Newspapers offered countless treasures, announcing when stores reopened after the Siege, detailing robberies and swindles, reporting on smallpox cases, illegal inoculations, and finally, the grand inoculation effort. Boston shopkeeper Harbottle Dorr (a man after my own heart) collected and annotated newspapers and pamphlets from 1765 to 1776. The Massachusetts Historical Society has shared Dorr’s entire collection on their website.

I also consulted these newspapers:


The Boston-Gazette, and Country Journal. Boston and Watertown, MA, 1770–1780.

The Continental Journal, and Weekly Advertiser. Boston, MA, 1776–1787.

The New-England Chronicle. Boston, MA, 1776.

The New-York Journal, Or, General Advertiser. New York, NY, 1766–1782.

The Pennsylvania Gazette. Philadelphia, PA, 1770–1777.



Printer John Boyle kept his own “Journal of Occurrences,” documenting curious weather, accidents, marriages, troop movements, rumors, and deaths in and around Boston from 1759 to 1778. The original journal was digitized by Harvard University and can be viewed on the website of the university library.

Boston’s government records were a bit dry compared to the letters and journals, but they showed how the town began rebuilding after the Siege and managed the massive inoculation effort. Thankfully, not all the documents were dull. The Committee of Correspondence, Inspection, and Safety investigated suspected Loyalists. In their meeting minutes I found an interview with a thirteen-year-old maid named Polly Minick. This inspired Elsbeth’s interrogation by a fictionalized version of that committee.

I wanted to focus on the lives of working-class white children and their families in this book, which required a deep dive into the scholarship of Colonial Massachusetts’s poor laws. I studied almshouse records and the binding-out agreements that took orphans and poor children away from their families and placed them in the houses of strangers until they reached adulthood. I was surprised to learn that early in the Siege, the British had shipped out hundreds of Boston’s poor and unemployed people, dumping them on the beaches of nearby towns. Quakers led a relief effort to help support these “Donation People.” Reading through the donation records, I found several families whose fathers had been kidnapped and impressed into service by the British Navy. This led to one of the most significant plot points in the book.

Thanks to the marvels of digitization, I had access to journals kept by doctors treating smallpox patients, as well as pamphlets that detailed different theories about the care of inoculated patients as they went through the stages of the disease. I used the wondrous Founders Online website, created by the National Historical Publications and Records Commission (part of the National Archives) to find documents written by America’s leaders about the 1775–1782 smallpox epidemic and its effect on the Revolutionary War.

Writing historical fiction is like creating a map of a new world while you are exploring it. My first round of research sparked ideas that later led to additional research adventures. None of that would have been possible without the hard work of countless historians published in academic journals that I accessed thanks to JSTOR, which provides access to an entire universe of peer-reviewed academic scholarship. I learned about sailmakers, seamstresses, privateers, apprenticeships, and baked beans, to name just a few topics. Every new nugget of information fed my imagination; every credible source offered a glimpse of the past seen through an old cracked window.
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