
  
  
      
        
          Dangerous Deceits

          
		      
          Vanessa Lind

        

        
          
          Vanessa Lind Books
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Prologue




From the elegant dining table of her new home in the Hudson Valley, the gray-eyed beauty of Philadelphia—indeed, of all America—allowed her gaze to drift to the vista beyond the window, the chestnuts and elms along the winding carriage road aflame with red and orange. Beyond the treetops, she glimpsed the blue-green ribbon of river by which her husband was traveling to meet with General Washington. 

She wished she could excuse herself from the table—with a feigned headache, perhaps—and thus escape the interminable droning of Mr. Joshua Smith. But she was the lady of Beverley House now, never mind that she was only eighteen and had only arrived here two days ago. She must mind her manners. 

She forced her gaze from the window. Blinking her long eyelashes, she feigned interest in what Mr. Smith was saying.

“…And I said to the governor, ‘Your Excellency, if the militia cannot protect the local farmers, then who shall feed our troops?’ The man had no answer for me.” Smith paused, refilling his glass with cider. “When I served with the Provincial Congress, we foresaw these very difficulties. I recall telling Judge Livingston—a close acquaintance of my father’s, you understand—that the commissary system would prove inadequate without proper oversight.”

Richard Varick leaned back in his chair, his expression one of faintly disguised disdain. Peggy did not know her husband’s secretary well, but she suspected he would prefer traveling with him now over enduring after-dinner conversation with the long-winded Mr. Smith. But Varick knew nothing of her husband’s plans. Better that he stay behind. 

Smith dabbed at his mouth with his napkin, then continued his diatribe, scarcely drawing a breath. “These incursions have plagued the entire Hudson Valley. Just last month, the Rhinebeck farmers lost half their cattle to raiders. And what does Congress do? They debate endlessly while sending more worthless paper money. Why, my own tenants cannot sell their produce for what it costs to grow it.”

He gestured grandly around the dining room. “This very house—the Robinsons being old friends of my family, you see—was once provisioned with the finest imported goods. Now look at us! Drinking cider instead of Madeira, eating salt fish instead of fresh. All because Congress cannot manage simple matters of finance and protection.”

Color rose in Varick’s thin face. “One can scarcely blame the Patriots for how the British have flooded the market with counterfeit notes.”

“Ah, but there are ever those who will turn a situation to their favor.” Smith leaned toward Varick, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Between us, Major, I have it on good authority that certain members of Congress have been speculating on land while the Continental currency deflates. They profit while common soldiers go unpaid. Even our delightful hostess here must make do without the most basic necessities.”

Seizing this chance to steer the conversation away from politics, Peggy offered her most charming smile. “I do apologize for the lack of butter for our bread. Had I known of the shortage, I’d have brought olive oil from Philadelphia. It would have gone rather well with the salt fish, I think.”

Smith leaned back in his chair, filling it with his large frame. “I understand olive oil is now eighty dollars in Continentals. Which is the same as eighty pence these days, is it not?”

Varick’s gaze hardened. “I doubt our hostess wishes to be drawn into your political musings, Mr. Smith.”

“I merely state the facts, Colonel Varick. The Continental scrip might as well be used to light fires.”

“And yet that scrip represents the good faith and credit of our nation.” The younger man’s voice was tight with restraint. “A nation for which many good men have already given their lives.”

Smith waved his hand dismissively. “Faith and credit! There’s precious little of either to be found these days.” He turned to Peggy. “You can’t tell me you enjoy managing a household on such uncertain terms.”

Peggy laughed lightly, a sound like glass chimes in the tension-filled room. “I find it best not to dwell on such matters, Mr. Smith. I find your mountain air here in the valley quite invigorating compared to Philadelphia. I’m certain I shall enjoy it here. The view from the south gallery is especially enchanting. Such beatific surroundings are worth every moment of the three weeks’ journey required to get here.”

“We are grateful for your safe arrival, you and little Neddy both,” Varick said. “Your husband most of all.”

“The general well knows the difficulties we face at present,” Smith said, obstinately turning back to his own line of reasoning. “America might have made an honorable peace with Great Britain when the commissioners came out two years ago. Instead, we persist in this folly of a war that bleeds us dry.”

“Honorable peace?” Varick’s voice rose. “You speak of surrender as if it were a virtue, Mr. Smith. Those commissioners offered nothing but a return to colonial status, with a few token concessions.”

“They offered reconciliation!” Smith notched up his voice to match Varick’s. “They offered to repeal all the acts passed since 1763. They offered self-governance in all matters except trade. And what did our Congress do? They refused to even meet with them.”

Peggy’s fingers found the edge of the tablecloth, twisting the linen slightly. “I find the orchards here most impressive,” she said, her voice pitching slightly higher than before. “The apples are coming in beautifully. I’m told there are several varieties unique to this area. I thought perhaps to have some of the harvest dried for winter.”

Smith was not dissuaded. “Tell me, Colonel Varick, as a man of New York, how do you justify the continued suffering of your fellow citizens? The British occupy the city, commerce has all but ceased, and for what?” 

“For liberty, Mr. Smith,” Varick said coldly. “A concept with which you seem to have only passing acquaintance, despite your professed allegiance with the Patriot cause.”

Smith’s face darkened. “One may align oneself with a cause and yet critique it. Take our kind host. He has been treated rather unfairly of late, his sacrifice at Saratoga all but forgotten. I’m sure his lovely wife will agree on that point.”

Indeed she did, not that she could afford to state it so bluntly. She fingered her sleeve’s edge. “My husband has served with distinction. With his injured leg, he will forever bear the scars of that service.” 

Smith’s expression shifted, more calculating than before. “The general departed in quite a hurry. I trust the message he received was not… troubling?”

Peggy kept her face composed, a placid expression that had drawn the attention of many a suitor. “Military matters so often require immediate attention, Mr. Smith. I’m certain it was nothing of exceptional consequence.” 

“Whatever it was, I’m afraid I cannot tarry until his return.” Smith pushed back his chair and stood. “I must press on to my brother’s house at Fishkill before darkness falls. One never knows who one might encounter along the road these days.”

Peggy stood quickly, as if this might ensure against the man’s changing his mind. Varick stood more slowly, his jaw tightening, as if Smith had directed this critique of the security in the area at him personally.

“A safe journey to you, Mr. Smith.” Peggy smoothed her skirt, the picture of grace. “I trust we shall see you again sooner rather than later.”

“So you shall,” Smith said, his smile not reaching his eyes. 

Peggy’s gaze shifted between the two men, one her husband’s unwitting dupe, the other his willing accomplice. “Do take some of those apples I mentioned, Mr. Smith. They travel well, and I suspect your brother will appreciate them.”

Varick tracked Smith with his eyes as he left the dining room. Then he turned to Peggy. “You should know, m’am, that a letter has arrived from one of Governor Schuyler’s aides. He declaims Mr. Smith as a loose and untrustworthy character.”

Peggy drew herself up. Bore that he was, Mr. Smith was integral to the general’s plans, and as such, she must defend him.

“My husband assures me Mr. Smith is a very warm and staunch Whig,” she said. 

“From the opinions he voices, one would scarcely think so,” Varick said. “I don’t know why the general indulges him.”

She tilted her chin in the manner that had captivated many a man’s attention, holding Varick’s gaze. Beauty, she’d learned, was the ultimate distraction. If certain men bothered to look beyond her gray eyes and her blonde hair, perhaps they would have noticed her intelligence. Her cunning, some might say, though that would hardly be fair. Her husband had been wronged. Together, they would set things right.

“The general has his reasons, Colonel Varick,” she said. “I should think you would know that.”

His cheeks colored. “Of course.” He backed out of the room. 

Peggy stayed still a moment, her hands clasped at her waist. When the thrumming of her heart abated, she retreated up the stairs to see if little Neddy had awakened from his nap.












  
  
Chapter one



Gathered around the simple plank table in the Washburns’ farmhouse, Phoebe Tredwell and her friends made an ordinary tableau: The farmer, Abraham, and his wife, Deborah, entertaining a few townsfolk with simple country fare befitting the season. Corn and beans, plucked from the garden at the peak of the July heat. Deborah’s bread, baked in the cool of morning and served with freshly churned butter. A slab of salted pork, sliced. 

Had anyone looked in on them—British soldiers, perhaps, making the rounds at curfew—they might have noted the imbalance of the sexes. Four women—Deborah, Phoebe, Phoebe’s sister Aubry, and Phoebe’s friend Alida—and only one man. This was not so unusual, though. The War of Independence was dragging on, and with so many soldiers on the battlefields, there were households aplenty with no men at all. And if the visiting women lingered past dark, none would look askance. Friends and neighbors would stay the night rather than travel home in the dark and risk the ire of occupying soldiers—or, worse, attacks by ruffians.

A nervous silence prevailed. As she’d done not twenty minutes earlier, Aubry went to the door. Cracking it open, she peered into the night. At last, the incessant buzzing of the summer’s cicadas had gone silent, tapering off with the setting sun. 

“Major Tallmadge should be here by now,” she said.

“Your worry won’t make him arrive any more swiftly,” Phoebe said.

“I know.” With a gentle click, Aubry closed the door. She stood for a moment, her back to the others, seeming to compose herself. Her sporadic correspondence with Benjamin Tallmadge had touched her in ways Phoebe hadn’t expected. Aubry was the most sensible of the Tredwells sisters, the one who’d stepped in after their mother died to manage the household and keep their father’s accounts. Thoughts of romance rarely seemed to cross her mind. 

But with the first letter she’d received from John Bolton, as Tallmadge called himself in his role as General Washington’s intelligence chief, Aubry’s sharp edges had begun to smooth. Phoebe would come upon her in the parlor, ignoring the ledger book opened before her as she reread his latest missive. Aubry insisted the major’s letters contained no endearments, that he’d proposed their correspondence only as a way of covering his clandestine activity. Still, he might have chosen any of the women of the Oyster Cove Literary Society as his correspondent, and he had chosen her. 

Aubry returned to the table. In the circle of lantern light that illuminated their faces, Abraham’s craggy features looked markedly aged. Major Tallmadge had charged him with conveying intelligence to and from British-occupied Long Island, and the assignment was wearing on Abraham. His wife Deborah, her face thin and pale, took his hand, knowing well his tendency to fear the worst.

On the bench beside Phoebe, her friend Alida tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. Despite this effort to look nonchalant, Phoebe could tell her nerves, too, were on edge. “You’re certain Austin is coming with Major Tallmadge?” she asked Aubry.

“The major mentioned him by number,” Aubry said, a reference to the codes Tallmadge had devised for their communications. 

“I pray Austin will soon return here for good,” Alida said. “Belle Hardy says she sorely misses his help at the tavern.”

“I doubt Belle Hardy’s needs are your primary concern,” Phoebe teased. 

Alida didn’t argue this point. For months, she’d refused to admit she’d fallen in love with the spy ring’s courier. But Phoebe saw how her worries increased with every mission Austin took on, whether it was picking up messages from Phoebe’s brother in New York Town or carrying them across Long Island Sound for delivery to Major Tallmadge. 

For the past two weeks, Austin hadn’t been here at all. Alida worried British patrols had stopped him, or that the dreaded highwaymen in supposedly neutral Westchester County had threatened him.

Abraham stood abruptly and began to pace. “Feigning a raid,” he said to no one in particular. “Whatever gave the major the idea that would work as cover for his visit?”

The women around the table exchanged glances. Even under cover of darkness, they all knew Tallmadge was taking a risk, an American officer coming to Long Island. 

“Raids are so common now,” Phoebe said. Many nights, British soldiers and freebooters crossed the Sound to terrorize Patriot civilians along the Long Island coast. The Patriots countered with raids on Loyalists that grew ever bolder. “No one pays them much mind anymore.” 

“Except those within the homes being raided,” Aubry said darkly.

“By pretending a raid, Major Tallmadge can remain in uniform,” Deborah said. “Better that than face arrest as a civilian and come under suspicion for spying.”

“What of Austin?” Alida said. “He has no uniform, and yet they’re traveling by military transport.”  

“I’m sure Major Tallmadge has thought that through,” Phoebe said, though in truth, she’d noted how military men tended to act first and think later. 

“What’s that?” Abraham stopped his pacing. He cocked his head, listening. 

“Branches brushing against the window,” Deborah said. “The wind must have picked up.”

“It’s not the wind.” Frozen in place, Abraham eyed the women gathered at the table. “Could be British sentries. Upstairs, all of you. Don’t come down until I say it’s safe.”

“We don’t know they’re sentries.” Phoebe pushed back from the table. “We don’t know that it’s anyone at all.”

She strode toward the window. Abraham tried to grab her arm, but she shook him off. She lifted the edge of the curtain. Silhouetted against the night, two dark figures advanced toward the house. Whether they were friend or foe, she couldn’t tell.

“What is it?” Aubry said, her voice low.

“Two men.” Phoebe dropped the curtain’s edge. “Just as we’re expecting.”

But as they well knew, the men could just as easily be redcoats. No one spoke. No one moved. In her mind, Phoebe rehearsed the story they’d agreed on, that they’d gathered for supper and the time had gotten away from them.

At the door came two loud knocks followed by a soft one, their agreed-upon sign. Abraham’s face relaxed. He unlatched the door. “Quickly,” he said, ushering the men inside. “No one saw you come here, I trust.”

“No one at all,” Tallmadge said. His gaze landed on Aubry, softening. 

“We are grateful for your safe journey,” Aubry said. Her neutral tone belied deeper feeling, but the admiration in her eyes was unmistakable. Four years had passed since she’d last seen Benjamin Tallmadge. Back then, the Patriots had controlled Long Island, and the visit was a friendly one, as he and Robert Tredwell, Phoebe and Aubry’s brother, had been classmates at Yale. Newly enlisted, Tallmadge had worn no uniform then, if indeed he’d owned one. At the time, the Patriot army was a ragtag operation, and many recruits wore civilian clothing even into battle.

Now, even if the Patriots’ prospects had not substantially improved, they at least had uniforms. Tallmadge looked striking in his ensemble, a dark blue coat with red facings, buckskin breeches, tall boots, and an officer’s epaulettes. The Light Dragoons, Second Continentals—that’s what Aubry had said his regiment was. 

At Benjamin’s side, Austin Rowe was wearing a uniform, too, though the pants looked tight in the breeches, and he tugged at the belt of his waistcoat. “My first military transport,” he said. “I shan’t be sad if it’s my last.”

Ill-fitting uniform or not, Alida beamed at the sight of him. “You prefer a whaleboat?” 

“Always,” Austin said. “Especially if Caleb Brown is the captain.”

There were nods of agreement all around. Caleb Brown had the skill, experience, tenacity, good sense, and bravado for making stealthy night runs across Long Island Sound on behalf of the Patriots. He and his wife, Lucretia—also a member of the Oyster Cove Literary Society—made a fine team. 

“Lieutenant Brown takes enough risks as it is,” Benjamin said, sliding onto the bench beside Aubry. “I didn’t think it wise to involve him in a feigned raid when authentic ones may be close at hand.”

Austin sidled up next to Alida, seemingly unconcerned about propriety. They had been courting for more than a year now. Under different circumstances, they might well have married already. But with Austin running messages for Washington’s network, he didn’t want suspicions falling on Alida should the British apprehend him.

Abraham returned to his seat next to Deborah, leaving Phoebe the only woman without a man at her side. “Out with it, Major Tallmadge,” Abraham said. “What is this matter of such consequence that the two of you have risked capture to come here?”

Benjamin folded his hands on the table. “I cannot speak for Mr. Rowe, but I suspect the lady seated next to him factors into his insistence on joining me tonight.” He directed a wry smile at Austin. “As for me, General Washington has advised some adjustments to my manner of, shall we say, doing business.”

Abraham ran his hand through his hair. “Risky enough as it is, I reckon.”

Benjamin frowned. “His Excellency has no desire to increase the risk to any of his intelligencers. Quite the opposite. But he wishes speedier and more direct routing of our communications. Under present circumstances, especially.”

“What might those circumstances be, Major Tallmadge?” Phoebe hoped he wouldn’t mistake her boldness for impudence. Initially, Benjamin had wanted to leave the ladies out of his operations entirely. But Phoebe and Alida had convinced him of the wisdom of including them, and by Phoebe’s estimation—admittedly, she was biased—they had more than proven their worth. 

“The expédition particulière,” he said.

“Come again?” Deborah said.

“The French,” Aubry said. “They are said to be on their way here at last, to come to our aid.”

“And here I thought hell would freeze over before they showed themselves,” Abraham said.

“You shan’t have to wait that long,” Benjamin said. “The expedition departed France weeks ago. Thirty-two transports, seven ships, two frigates, two smaller warships, or so our sources say. All told, seven thousand French soldiers and sailors to aid in our fight, under the command of the Compte de Rochambeau.”

Austin’s low whistle confirmed that even though he’d traveled with Benjamin, he was learning of this for the first time. “A welcome development,” he said.

“Will they come ashore at New York?” Phoebe said. “And dispel the British from the city?”

“Ultimately, that is the aim,” Benjamin said. “To be held in strictest confidence, of course. But General Washington first needs to formulate battle plans with Rochambeau. His fleet is advancing toward Rhode Island. They hope to arrive undetected. Should any of you learn otherwise—that is, that the British have sighted the French fleet or otherwise know of their intentions—this information must reach General Washington with all expediency. Which brings me to the second reason I’ve come here.”

“We always operate in all due haste,” Abraham said indignantly. “Tempered with accuracy, of course.”

“And General Washington appreciates those efforts,” Benjamin said. “Still, he wishes for us to improve our system in a way that minimizes delays. Toward that end, I’ve asked Mr. Rowe to remain across the Sound indefinitely. He will no longer carry messages from here. He will only retrieve your messages from Lieutenant Brown and deliver them directly to me.”

Alida looked crestfallen. “But your arrangement with Belle Hardy at the tavern, Austin. She can’t get by without you. Not with all the soldiers at the garrison coming and going from her establishment.”

It was a thinly veiled cover for her own concerns, which Austin surely sensed. “Belle will get by,” he said. 

“That’s all well and good, but who will carry messages from the city to here, for Lieutenant Brown to carry across?” Abraham asked.

“You’ve proven yourself capable in that regard, Mr. Washburn, whenever Mr. Rowe has been otherwise engaged. Your transport of agricultural goods to the city spares you questions that might otherwise arise.”

“Spares me questions.” As Abraham repeated this, his jaw tightened. “Did you not read my most recent message? It wouldn’t matter if I had ten carts of rutabagas to deliver. The British are stopping every unaccompanied man who tries to enter the city. Last time, I was able to talk my way in, but I don’t wish to attempt it again.”

“We hope that was a fluke,” Benjamin said. “A temporary excess of British manpower that allowed for extra diligence at checkpoints.”

Abraham pounded his fist on the table. “It was no fluke, I tell you. Ask any man in this town who has tried to enter the city these past two weeks. They’ll all tell you the same thing.”

“I can’t think what the reason would be for such increased surveillance,” Aubry said. “They’ve forced every man on Long Island to swear an oath of allegiance to the king.”

“Perhaps they realize such oaths lose their meaning when their utterance is forced,” Alida said.

“Or perhaps their increased surveillance has to do with the anticipated arrival of the French vessels,” Phoebe said.

Benjamin lifted an eyebrow. “Might your correspondent have suggested as much?”

Alida shot Phoebe a knowing look. Phoebe had confided in her the identity of James Ewing, the Scottish officer who transmitted British secrets in his letters.

“I’ve not heard from my correspondent of late,” Phoebe said. “Not since his regiment was called to Charleston some months ago.”

“Understandable,” Deborah said. “With no reliable postal service, it would take no small effort to get a message here from Charleston.”

“The redcoats hold fast to Charleston,” Benjamin said. “And Savannah. We suspect General Clinton will soon dispatch some of his southern troops north.”

“Once the French arrive, he will surely wish he had,” Austin said.

Phoebe said nothing, not wishing to encourage questions about her correspondent. She worried James had been wounded in Charleston and was wasting away in some makeshift hospital. Or worse, he might be dead. She hated to think this, but she told herself it was the reality of war. Even so, the cold logic was of no use in the hours before dawn when she woke from dreams in which James came to her, kissing her with the ardor he’d shown the last time they were together. How long ago that kiss had been. It seemed a lifetime.

“The dilemma remains.” Abraham was getting agitated again. “I can’t be expected to carry messages from the city when I can’t get past the checkpoints.”

“Perhaps Robert could come to you,” Deborah said. “At some pre-arranged meeting place outside the city.”

“So the renegades can attack the both of us?” Abraham said.

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Washburn,” Benjamin said.

“I was going to write you about it, Major Tallmadge,” Abraham said. “But then you said you were coming here, and I figured I’d tell you myself. Four men set upon me last week in the woods outside of Hampstead. One of them, I’m quite certain, is a man I’ve seen more than once in the city. Followed me, I reckon, and brought the others along.”

“Thank heavens you had the good sense to cut your mare loose from the cart,” Deborah said.

He shook his head. “I diverted onto an Indian trail and thus eluded the attackers. Next time, I might not be so lucky.”

Benjamin’s brow furrowed. “We can’t risk a message being intercepted.”

“And I can’t risk leaving my wife a widow,” Abraham shot back.

An uncomfortable silence followed. A man from the city following Abraham. Checkpoints to discourage entry. It was as if the redcoats knew about their spying and aimed to put a stop to it.

“You said unaccompanied men, did you not?” Phoebe asked. “They let the others through without question?”

“So I’m told,” Abraham said. “The ones with ladies with them, the sentries wave them on through.”

“Maybe your wife—“ Benjamin began.

Abraham cut him off. “Absolutely not. I will not allow Deborah to take that risk.”

Phoebe glanced at Deborah. She’d stood up to Abraham before, but she showed no sign of doing so now. 

“You wouldn’t have to bring Deborah,” Phoebe said. “I could go in her place.”

Deborah’s expression brightened. “That’s brilliant, Phoebe. The sentries won’t be the wiser. And you can see your brother Robert while you’re in the city.”

“Hannah, too,” Alida said, naming their friend from the literary society who’d married a British officer and moved to New York Town. “With her husband off with his regiment, I expect she’d welcome the company. And who knows? Perhaps she’ll even have some information to share.”

“Hannah made clear when she married she would never tell us anything that would compromise her husband’s safety,” Phoebe reminded her.

“We have other sources we can explore,” Benjamin said. “What about that young man from the manor house here?”

“Andrew Ashcroft, you mean?” Aubry asked.

“That’s the one,” Benjamin said. “I understand Governor Tryon’s men made off with some of his stores. Mr. Ashcroft can’t have been very happy with the redcoats after that.”

“He wasn’t,” Phoebe said. She knew Andrew better than anyone in this room. If he’d had his way, the two of them would have married. “But Patriot raiders kidnapped Mr. Ashcroft and his father last year. So you can hardly expect them to sympathize with our cause.”

“Ah, but that’s the point,” Benjamin said. “Mr. Ashcroft the younger was soon released, I’m told, and several weeks later, Mr. Ashcroft the elder, was released as well, in exchange for our General Silliman. So all’s well that ends well, as the Bard once said.”

“Nonetheless, I doubt either of the Ashcrofts wish to repeat the ordeal,” Aubry said.

“Even more precisely the point,” Benjamin said, animated now. “Mr. Ashcroft provides us information, and we in turn  offer protection against any future harassment. The Ashcrofts are one of the wealthiest Loyalist families around these parts, are they not? That must put them in good standing with the redcoats.”

“Except for that little incident involving their corn and cabbages,” Alida said.

“And Andrew takes every opportunity to proclaim his neutrality,” Phoebe said. “He asserts it far more vehemently than his father does.”

“All the better,” Benjamin said. “It should take but the right combination of pride and self-interest for Andrew Ashcroft to give up a secret now and again. A means of offsetting perceptions about where his true allegiance lies.”

Here he had a point. Even more than most men, Andrew was quick to assert his independence, though from Phoebe’s perspective, he depended heavily upon his wealth and property. 

“You might broach the prospect with him, Phoebe,” Aubry said.

“I don’t see how I can,” Phoebe said. “Not without giving up what we’re about.”

“You don’t think he suspects your involvement already?” Alida said. 

“I hope not,” Phoebe said.

“But you were the one who convinced the kidnappers to release Andrew,” Deborah pointed out. “He must wonder about the influence you had over a band of Patriots from across the Sound.”

There was more to it than that, but Phoebe didn’t care to go into that here. “There’s also Andrew’s wife to consider,” she said. “Perhaps we could trust Andrew. But not Jane.”

“And yet Jane knows more about what goes on in this town than anyone,” Aubry said. “She must share some of that with her husband.”

Phoebe wasn’t so sure. Andrew had never had much use for gossip. He avoided conflict. 

“Let us leave it at that,” Benjamin said, sparing her a response. “Should any of you have reason to believe Mr. Ashcroft might prove trustworthy and useful to our endeavor, relay that information to me, and I shall propose a means of inquiry.”

Trustworthy and useful. The words seemed so easy. But as the war dragged on, knowing who those words might apply to was becoming ever more difficult. 








  
  
Chapter two



Abraham’s cart approached the East River ferry landing, lurching from side to side, tossing from one rut to the next. On the sun-dried road, the cart’s wheels churned up thick clouds of dust that settled in a film over Phoebe’s skin. Try as she might to brush it off the backs of her hands, it proved a futile gesture. 

Loaded into crates on the cart, chickens squawked at the jostling. Bracing herself as best she could, Phoebe might have added her voice to their complaints. But playing the part of a farmer’s wife, she could scarcely express her longing for her father’s covered carriage. 

On the bench beside her, the Tredwells’ servant Chloe seemed unfazed even as the dust turned her dark skin a disarming shade of gray. Having been enslaved on a Virginia plantation, she’d no doubt endured worse transports before her brother purchased her freedom. 

At the sight of the red-coated sentries ahead, Chloe stiffened. While employed at the New York boardinghouse where Phoebe’s brother Robert lived, a British soldier had assaulted her, and the effects lingered still. 

“It won’t be long now.” Phoebe spoke cheerfully, wishing to draw Chloe’s attention from the soldiers. “Robert will be surprised to see us.”

“Hush now,” Abraham said over his shoulder. “We must get past the sentries.”

They rolled toward the checkpoint. A sentry stepped in front of the cart, his arm uplifted, his palm out. “Halt.”

Abraham tugged the reins, slowing the horses. “Good day, sir.” His tone was pleasant enough, but Phoebe heard a thread of worry in his voice.

The guard offered no response. He strode around the carriage, examining the barrels of wheat, boxes of eggs, and crates of chickens. He stopped in front of Phoebe. “Name?”

“Melissa Cooper.” She splayed out her hands on her knees, allowing him a good look at the dirt embedded in her fingernails. “And this here is Chloe. She helps with the unloading.”

Chloe turned her face down, glancing up with the shy look people expected from an enslaved woman.

Abraham turned to Phoebe, his scowl looking only half-feigned. Surely he hadn’t expected her to stay silent when asked a direct question.

“I’m Harold Cooper,” he said, turning back to face the sentry. “Got my pass right here.” Abraham thrust the forged travel pass at him. 

The sentry squinted at the paper. “Transport of agri-…agri…” Phoebe held her tongue, resisting the urge to supply the word.

“Agricultural goods,” he said triumphantly. “Sorely needed, I’ll give you that. But you’d best not be selling them on the black market.”

“Wouldn’t think of it.” Abraham managed to look affronted, though in truth, everyone knew the British turned a blind eye to such operations.

“Pass.” The soldier gestured them through the checkpoint, turning his attention to the cart that had pulled up behind them. 

Abraham flicked the reins, prodding the horses toward where the ferry was loading. After hours on the open road, the hubbub around them was jarring. On the docks, foot passengers milled about. Ferrymen called out to one another, shouting over the passengers’ chatter as they brought their boats into position for loading. 

A swarthy man gestured for Abraham to bring his cart aboard. He climbed down from his seat, dropped a few coins into the ferryman’s outstretched hand, and guided the skittish horses up the ramp and onto the flat-bottomed boat. Using wedges of wood, he chocked the wheels to keep the cart from rolling forward or back. 

Elevated as she was, Phoebe felt exposed, her discomfort seemingly mirrored by Abraham’s high-strung mare, who flicked her ears and whinnied, pressed in close as she was to carts and carriages all around.

“Perhaps we should climb down,” Phoebe said. “It seems…safer.”

“I was about to suggest the same thing,” Chloe said. 

Getting in and out of a cart was a different operation entirely from getting in and out of a carriage, but they managed well enough with Abraham’s help. The ferryman shouted at his crewmen to heave-ho, and they commenced poling the craft out into the river.

Phoebe planted her feet in a wider stance than was befitting a lady, grateful that with her long skirts, none would be the wiser. Chloe, ever observant, sensed her apprehension as the boat floated into the river, bobbing like a cork in the waves.

“You don’t care to ride on the water, Miss Phoebe?” she asked.

“Foolish, isn’t it? I was raised around water, but I’ve never grown accustomed to traveling over it.”

“It’s not so strange, fearing most what you hold close,” Chloe said. “You might grip the cart’s edge with one hand, and I’ll hold the other. You’ll feel steadier that way.”

Her suggestion made sense. Wishing for gloves—though of course no farmer’s wife would have donned them—Phoebe took hold of the cart’s edge along the smoothest part within reach. Lest their fellow passengers look askance at a white woman holding a black woman’s hand, she sidled close to Chloe, so their skirts made a curtain of sorts behind which they might conceal their clasped hands. 

To Phoebe’s relief, the tide was slack, and the ferrymen rowed with ease against the current. Small boats dotted the river’s surface, carrying passengers unburdened by horses, carts, and clucking hens. Far off, at the river’s mouth, a British warship loomed. Ahead, church steeples and the masts of docked ships punctuated the city’s low skyline. The smell of tar from the craft’s underside mingled with the wet, weedy smell rising from the river. Out in the open, the sun’s heat felt warmer than it had all day, making Phoebe grateful that even a farmer’s wife might be expected to don a bonnet for a trip to the city. 

They disembarked on the Manhattan shore. Resuming their places on the cart’s wooden benches, the three of them set off toward Hanover Square. Abraham’s eyes darted to and fro, taking in the crowds that lined the streets—redcoats, ladies in fine dresses, merchants of all stripes. 

Whether Chloe was more relaxed here than at the checkpoint was impossible to tell. Her expression was often unreadable. 

The cart’s wooden wheels clattered over cobblestones as they rolled past the remains of old Dutch fortifications. They passed the rubble of what had once been Trinity Church, destroyed in the Great Fire of 1776, and the wooden palisades from which Wall Street took its name. 

By the time they arrived at Hanover Square, the afternoon sunlight was angling across the green. Phoebe leaned forward, tapping Abraham on the shoulder. “Will you drop us at Lydia Lovell’s boarding house, please, before you go on to the warehouse? I’m rather desperate to clean up, and I expect Chloe is too.”

He turned his head, speaking over his shoulder. “Robert didn’t tell you? The redcoats took over her boarding house for billeting. Shut it down.”

“But that can’t be,” Phoebe said, turning to look. Sure enough, the painted sign advertising Mrs. Lovell’s Lodgings for Gentlemen was gone. The pole it had hung from was empty. On the stoop where Lydia had once kept potted flowers, a pair of soldiers sat, staring dully out at the street. “I don’t understand. Soldiers have billeted there before. Mrs. Lovell always accommodated them.”

Abraham shrugged. “Guess they wanted the place to themselves, without her hovering about.”

“Where does she stay now?” Chloe asked.

“Don’t rightly know,” Abraham said. “I think the redcoats put her up with some family around here.” He waved his arm vaguely. “Two rooms and use of the kitchen. Guess they thought they were being generous.”

Phoebe and Chloe exchanged glances. Coming here, they’d assumed they could stay with Mrs. Lovell. She’d always welcomed Phoebe in the past, and she’d grown close with Chloe, who’d been in her employ until the soldier attacked.

“And Robert—where does he keep his room now?” Phoebe asked.

“Don’t rightly know.” Abraham tugged the reins, bringing the cart to a stop in front of Tredwell and Sons. “Best ask him yourself.”

He jumped from the cart, offering his hand to help the women down. Wherever Robert was staying, Phoebe prayed the place had a pump out back for washing up.

“I’ll head around back to unload,” Abraham said, hopping back onto the driver’s seat. “I’ll meet you here the day after tomorrow, just past sunrise.”

They watched as he rounded the corner to unload at the warehouse.

“Where will he spend the night?” Chloe asked.

“With his niece, Deborah said. A pair of nieces, actually.” Phoebe lowered her voice. “So as not to raise suspicion should anyone see him coming and going.” 

She could trust Chloe with this information. Chloe knew about Robert’s spying. Her brother, Mason, spied for the Patriots, too, posing as a runaway slave and attaching himself to the redcoats under the command of Major John André. And when British officers billeted in the Tredwell home, Chloe had on occasion overheard information she passed along to Phoebe, who passed it along to Abraham.

“If I’d stayed in the city, maybe they’d have left Mrs. Lovell alone,” Chloe said. “She could have convinced the soldiers they’d be better off with someone to cook and clean for them.”

“Robert wouldn’t have stood for it,” Phoebe said. “Or your brother either. Even these two nights in the city, you must stick close to Robert. That man who…who took liberties must not learn of your return.”

Chloe nodded, and they went inside the warehouse. In the front room, which served as a retail outlet, a mix of pleasant smells greeted them. Spices, tobacco, tea—with the British in charge, these items were more plentiful than in the years leading up to the war, when taxes and boycotts had put a strain on commerce. Phoebe felt the sting of guilt, knowing her father’s business was prospering in these difficult times, the city’s wealthy Loyalists happy to partake of the goods he imported while ordinary citizens made do with scraps.

The storekeeper, a hired man Phoebe didn’t recognize, was scooping sugar from a barrel while a well-heeled customer looked on. With him paying them no mind, Phoebe and Chloe mounted the stairs to where Robert kept his office. They found him at his broad desk looking out over the harbor, where sails billowed pillow-like in the afternoon breeze.

Hearing their footsteps, he turned. His face brightened, his gaze landing first on Phoebe and then more resolutely on Chloe. He pushed back his chair and crossed the room to greet them. “Dearest sister.” He kissed Phoebe’s cheek. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

“A dusty sight, I’m afraid,” she said.

“And Chloe. What a pleasant surprise.” He took her hands in his, seeming unperturbed by the road dust that covered them. “How I’ve missed you.”

A smile lit Chloe’s face. “And I you.” 

They dropped hands, no doubt mindful of the risks that came with any show of affection, should an employee enter suddenly. No matter the depth of their love, relations between a white man and a free black woman were bound to draw unwanted attention if not outright scorn.

“What brings you to the city?” Robert asked.

“The British have been turning away men traveling alone, preventing them from entering New York Town,” Phoebe said.

His face clouded. “I’d heard rumors to that effect. I’d hoped they weren’t true.” He must have been thinking, as Phoebe had, that the reason behind such measures could only be that the redcoats suspected spies coming and going from Long Island. The more worrisome question was who or what had fueled those suspicions. “So the two of you gave cover for Abraham, coming into the city?”

“Mrs. Harold Cooper, farmer’s wife.” Phoebe gave a little curtsy. “And her trusted servant.”

“I wish I had more information to share with your, uh, husband,” Robert said. “But for all the redcoats milling about, I’ve precious little to report.”

“Your friend from Yale expresses special interest in whether the British have learned of a certain French captain’s impending arrival,” Phoebe said. 

Robert raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard much speculation, of course. Rumors the French fleet is on its way. But that has been going on ever since the French committed to helping the Americans.”

“Abraham plans to spend two nights here in New York,” Phoebe said. “He has experienced some harassment, and he thinks—“

“Harassment,” Robert said, interrupting her. “How so?”

“On his most recent return from the city, a band of men accosted him outside of Hampstead,” she said. “He got away unscathed, but he fears one man had followed him from here.”

“Abraham is prone to seeing trouble around every corner,” Robert said. 

“Still, someone might suspect the reason behind his frequent trips to New York,” Chloe said.

“At any rate, he decided this time, he’d linger here for two nights,” Phoebe said. “In case anyone is watching. His niece will be happy to have him stay with her, apparently. Chloe and I had hoped to stay with Mrs. Lovell. But Abraham tells us the redcoats took over her boardinghouse and turned her out on the street.”

“Not on the street exactly,” Robert said. “The billeting officer placed her with a respectable family not far from here. She has two good rooms, one of which she lets out to me, and the use of a kitchen.”

“That must be a difficult adjustment,” Chloe said. “She is so used to running things.”

“The quarters are a bit cramped,” Robert said. “But Lydia keeps an extra cot in her chamber. I’m sure one of you could occupy it for the next two nights. But I don’t know about the other.” 

“Chloe can have the cot,” Phoebe said. “I’ll find an inn to put me up.”

“Unlikely,” Robert said. “The inns have all been turned over for billeting too.”

Phoebe thought for a moment. “I don’t suppose you know if Hannah is still in the city.”

Robert’s face brightened. “She is. She came by here not long ago, asking after any news I might have from Oyster Cove. Her husband has been assigned to a fort in Brooklyn, but there are no accommodations for her there, so she is staying with other officers’ wives at a property in this neighborhood.

“Perhaps I can stay with her,” Phoebe said.

“She would be most pleased to see you,” Robert said. “Despite all the activity here in the city, she says she misses her friends from Oyster Cove. I’m glad I thought to ask where she was staying. It’s near a shop owned by a friend of mine, so the address stuck with me.” He scribbled the street and number on a scrap of paper, looking relieved that the problem of Phoebe’s accommodations was solved.

It wasn’t, of course. Hannah might have no more room for her than Lydia Lovell did. But it was worth a try. Phoebe slipped the paper into the pocket tied about her waist. “Where will I find the two of you?” she asked.

“On Hanover Street, one block north of the square,” Robert said. “You’ll see Mrs. Lovell’s potted plants on the stoop.”

Leaving Robert and Chloe to their reunion, Phoebe descended the stairs. Despite the obstacles—their difference in race, their physical separation—the affection between the two of them seemed to only grow stronger. 

Phoebe’s own affections for a certain Scottish gentleman turned British officer felt less certain. The last time she’d been in the city, she and James Ewing had spent a few fleeting moments together, culminating in the kiss she held fast in her memory. In letters back and forth, they exchanged intimacies, but it was impossible to tell which assertions of affection were genuine and which were feigned so their correspondence, with intelligence penned between the lines in disappearing ink, might escape the notice of British censors. Then James’s regiment had moved to the Carolinas, and his letters had stopped altogether. 

Outside, Phoebe joined the flow of pedestrians traversing Hanover Square. Weary from her journey but enlivened by the prospect of seeing Hannah, she turned onto Queen Street. Three blocks from the square, she approached a fashionable three-story townhouse, its red brick façade distinguished by white-painted window frames and an ornate portico where a Union Jack hung limply in the still summer air. 

She climbed the short flight of stone steps, which looked as though someone had recently scrubbed them clean. Using the brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, she rapped on the door. A young maid, her dark curls poking out from beneath her mob cap, answered her knock.

“I’ve come to call on Major Greene’s wife.” Phoebe wished she’d taken time to splash water over her face before leaving the warehouse, to wipe away the worst of the dust. “Is she in?”

“Yes, but she has a visitor,” the maid said primly.

“Perhaps you could let her know Phoebe Tredwell from Oyster Cove has come calling. I don’t often get to the city.”

“You may tell her yourself.” The maid opened the door wider. Phoebe stepped into an entrance hall that opened to a grand staircase curving gracefully toward the upper floors. Voices drifted from various parts of the house—a woman’s laughter from upstairs, a child’s cry from somewhere in the back. On the wall, an engraving of King George hung prominently among oil renderings of people Phoebe assumed to be relations of the home’s displaced owners. 

Following the maid, she mounted the steps to the second floor. “End of the hall.” The maid gestured, then turned and descended the stairs, removing herself from the sudden appearance of an uninvited guest.

Passing closed doors on either side of the hallway, Phoebe approached the door the maid had indicated and knocked softly. The door flew open, and there stood Hannah. As ever, her golden-brown hair was fashionably styled, with small curls framing her face and a hair comb simulating a butterfly stuck into the teased and padded portion that rose from her forehead. Her gown was one Phoebe didn’t remember from Oyster Cove, a pale blue silk with white embroidered sleeves and neckline, cinched at the waist in a way that emphasized Hannah’s slender figure. A deep blue bow at her throat and pearl drops on her ears completed her transformation from country girl to officer’s wife. But it was Hannah’s eyes that caught Phoebe most by surprise. They were still the same warm hazel that could shift from green to gold, but they had a watchful quality that hadn’t been there before. 

Taking in her visitor, Hannah’s face lit up with genuine delight. She glanced back over her shoulder, then stepped into the hallway and embraced her. “Phoebe!” she whispered, her voice carrying the same musical lilt it always had, at once artless and carefully modulated. “I’ve missed you terribly.” 

Hannah pulled back, holding Phoebe at arm’s length and examining her. “You look exactly the same,” she said, and for a moment her carefully constructed poise slipped, revealing the girl from Oyster Cove who had once sworn she’d never marry a man in uniform. “Although a good deal dustier.”

“The road has suffered from lack of rain,” Phoebe said. “I was hoping you’d invite me in despite my appearance as a vagabond.”

“Invite you in!” Hannah plucked Phoebe’s sleeve and drew her into her private quarters. “The more relevant question is whether I’ll allow you to leave.”

“Such elegant accommodations,” Phoebe said, taking in the set of connected rooms that must have been a lady’s domain in a merchant’s household before the war. The front room in which they stood was bright with color and fabric. Several gowns were draped over chairs and across the settee, while ribbons and accessories littered the tea table by the window. If Hannah had done this much shopping, a British officer’s salary must have far surpassed that of his American counterparts, who these days were lucky to get paid at all.

“I’m more fortunate than most. Joseph is a favorite of his commanding officer, and so he was able to procure this lovely suite of rooms for us. Not that Joseph is here often. They have him off in some godforsaken fort in Brooklyn, on the lookout for any sign of General Washington’s troops. The rumors of an attack on the city never cease, and there are those who swear it will come through Long Island to Brooklyn Heights.” Hannah spoke in the casual way Phoebe remembered, feigning nonchalance when in fact she was eager for information.

“We may hope for your husband’s sake he doesn’t see fighting there.” Phoebe hoped her neutral tone was sufficient reminder that while Hannah had forsaken her role in espionage with her marriage, Phoebe remained committed to the Patriot cause, and thus to secrecy. Not that she knew any more of General Washington’s battle plans than Hannah did, save for the impending approach of the French fleet.  

Across the room, a dark-haired woman with intelligent eyes rose gracefully from a wing-backed chair, a length of pink ribbon trailing from between her fingers. 

“Phoebe, this is my dear friend Mrs. Hercules Mulligan,” Hannah said, her voice bright with affection. “Elizabeth, my friend and cousin from Oyster Cove, Phoebe Tredwell.”

“Mrs. Mulligan,” Phoebe curtsied slightly.

“Please, call me Elizabeth.” Her warm smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. Something in her gaze was assessing, though not unkindly. “Hannah has told me so much about your adventures growing up that I feel I know you already.” 

“Elizabeth has been saving me from a fashion disaster,” Hannah explained, gesturing at the explosion of garments. “There’s a gala tonight at Rivington’s Coffee House. With Joseph away, it promises to be a delightful distraction.”  

“It looks as if the two of you have quite a selection of apparel to choose from,” Phoebe said.

Elizabeth shook her head with good-natured resignation. “I shan’t be attending. Our young ones demand rather more attention than the latest dance steps.” She set her hand on her belly. “And we’ve another on the way, so I’m afraid I’m not so light on my feet as I might otherwise be.”

“Elizabeth’s husband is the finest tailor in the city.” Hannah lifted a blue silk gown with delicate embroidery from the chair before her. “And Rivington’s gala is strictly for the amusement of the British officers remaining here in the city, lest they die of boredom while they wait for the fighting to come to them. So Hercules is excluded, though he ensures the British officers shall be handsomely dressed.”

“And the ladies, too, from the looks of it,” Phoebe said.

Elizabeth laughed. “Hercules would never let on, but he has an eye for ladies’ fashions as much as he does for men’s.”

“Elizabeth has no need of a dressmaker,” Hannah said.

“There are advantages to having married a civilian,” Elizabeth said. “Not so often away, for one.”

Hannah’s expression took a calculated turn. “Elizabeth’s uncle is an admiral in the British navy. So Hercules has the trust of British officers and gentlemen throughout the city, and thus their business. From what I understand, they say the most interesting things.” Her eyes danced. “You would enjoy meeting him, Phoebe.” 

Phoebe tipped her chin, considering Hannah’s proposition. Upon marrying, Hannah had foresworn any direct involvement in spying. But connecting Phoebe with a man who heard secrets from British officers, under cover of his wife’s connections to the Crown, was perhaps not beyond the pale. 

She eyed Elizabeth. Holding the ribbon up to a gown splayed over the back of the settee, she seemed to have withdrawn from the conversation altogether. 

“I should much appreciate an introduction to Mr. Mulligan,” Phoebe said. “I saw Robert before coming here, and I found him in rather desperate need of a new waistcoat.” An exaggeration, but not by much. “Perhaps you could direct me to Mr. Mulligan’s shop tomorrow, and I could discuss the project with him. Robert is rather hopeless about clothing, I’m afraid. But that assumes I can find somewhere to spend the night. It seems the billeting officer has taken over Mrs. Lovell’s boardinghouse.”

“Then you must stay with me!” Hannah said. “And come with me to the gala tonight. I’m told there will be the most delightful refreshments, and the dancing is to continue until the small hours.”

Phoebe plucked the edges of her travel-worn skirt. “I’m hardly prepared for dancing.”

“Nonsense!” Hannah waved away her objection. “As you can see—“ she gestured dramatically at the clothes strewn about the room, ”—I have options to spare.”

“We’ve narrowed Hannah’s choices to the green silk and the cream with rosettes,” Elizabeth said. “But I think the green would suit your complexion better, Phoebe. The cut is from last season, but no one will notice in the candlelight.” 

“And I expect the officers are far more interested in a fresh dance partner than in critiquing a lady’s sleeves. So it’s settled. I’ll wear the cream with the pink ribbon, and you’ll take the green, Phoebe.” Hannah frowned. “But first, we must get you washed up.”

Phoebe started to protest that she was far too weary from her journey to enjoy dancing, but there was no point in it. Once Hannah made up her mind, there was no changing it. And while on principle Phoebe objected to frivolities while the Patriots suffered from shortages of food, cash, and manpower, she had to admit a diversion sounded nice.









