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PROLOGUE




A stiff wind blew from the sea, pelting Sophia’s face with icy snow as she veered from the henhouse, a basket of eggs swinging from her arm. At the cliff’s edge, she stood on tiptoe. Peering between the barren branches into the gray light, she could make out the shape of a boat she hadn’t seen before, anchored in Huntington’s harbor. 

Where had it come from? Who did it carry? Where were they going, and why? Aunt Nancy said Sophia asked too many questions. Little girls should tend to their chores and help with the young ones and learn their letters, her aunt said. But Sophia struggled with holding her pencil and making her letters point the right direction, and the wailing of Aunt Nancy’s new baby hurt her ears. 

At least her chores sometimes took her beyond the cramped cottage and into the outdoors. Somewhere beyond this place, adventure lay waiting. She was sure of it. Aunt Nancy told her not to wander. Straight to the henhouse and back, and don’t dawdle. But the cliff’s edge wasn’t so far from home, and Aunt Nancy wouldn’t miss her, busy as she was with the baby.

Sophia breathed deep, her exhalations forming puffy white clouds that dissolved into the descending twilight. She reveled in the sea-smell of the winter air, the snowflakes melting on her skin. She steadied her eyes on the boat below, a single sail flapping in the wind. It looked lonely, abandoned. 

That was the war, Aunt Nancy would say. The war was her aunt’s explanation for everything that was lost or broken or missing, like Uncle Carl. He’d gone off to fight and then come home and then gone off again, and now he was in jail. This made no sense to Sophia. He was fighting for liberty, he’d told her, swinging her in his arms before he walked out the door, right after Christmas last year. Did men go to jail for that? When Sophia posed this question to Aunt Nancy, her aunt had only swiped at her eyes and told her to fetch some water for the dishes.

Boots crunched in the snow. Sophia turned sharply, half-expecting to see Uncle Carl, who could abide her questions and make everything clear. 

A stranger looked down at her with eyes the color of a pale winter sky. He stood taller than Uncle Carl, and he was thinner too, his shoulders hunched up like he was getting ready to duck through a doorway. His hair was tinged with gray, like snow that had lost its luster. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Best get away from that edge, little lady,” he said. “Don’t want to fall over.”

Dutifully, she stepped back. Who are you? She wanted to ask. But she could hear Aunt Nancy’s voice in her head, saying that was no way to talk to a grownup.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled instead. 

She tried to duck around the stranger, to carry the eggs to the cottage before Aunt Nancy could accuse her of dawdling. But he thrust out his hand and clamped it around her arm. “What’s your hurry?” he said. 

She glanced down at his hand. Big veins. Dirty fingernails. And strangest of all, three fingers, not five.

She knew better than to stare. “I fetched the eggs.” With her free arm, she lifted her basket for him to inspect. 

“There’s a good girl.” His lips turned in a smile. Not a happy smile. More like the smile of the mean boy on the village green just before he threw a rock at her. “You are a good girl, aren’t you, Sophia?”

She stiffened at the sound of her name on this stranger’s lips. “Yes, sir.” She brushed back a wind-whipped strand of hair, her fingers numb with cold. “My aunt needs the eggs.”

“Your aunt.” He stepped close, making him seem taller still, the smell of tobacco and rum rising from his woolen coat. “What about your mother?”

Sophia bit her lip. She wasn’t supposed to talk about her mother. Not to anyone.

The man’s face softened ever so slightly. He crouched down, his pale eyes meeting hers, his three-fingered grip on her arm loosening. “Your mother sent me to fetch you. She’s taken ill. She wants you near.”

Sophia drew a breath, sharp as a needle. Her mother. “Is she…is she dying?”

The stranger looked down. He seemed to be rearranging his features, tightening his mouth, furrowing his forehead. When he looked up again, his gaze was filled with concern. “That’s right. Your mother is dying. That’s why she sent me to get you.”

Panic fluttered through Sophia’s chest. “I need to tell Aunt Nancy.”

“There’s no time.” His voice hardened. “Come along now.” 

Overhead, a lone gull screeched. Sophia twisted, wrenching herself from his grasp. She ran, ran as fast as her legs would carry her, her calves burning with the effort. Eggs tumbled from her basket, splatting against the ground, plop, plop, plop. Through the falling snow, the cottage seemed distant, unattainable. 

Behind her, she heard the thump of the stranger’s boots, a jagged, uneven sound, as if his legs didn’t want to work together. Her own ragged breaths grew louder in her ears. Her boot hit a patch of ice, and she nearly lost her footing, but she managed to scramble out of the slide and hit her stride again. 

Run, run, run. Sophia’s heart pounded in her throat, her legs pressing against the weight of her wool cloak. Tears stung her eyes, turning cold as they streamed down her cheeks. 

Home. She had to get home. 










  
  
Chapter one



Wind whistled at the parlor window. Phoebe Tredwell’s mockingbird, Blake, skittered back and forth on her outstretched finger. “Silly bird,” Phoebe said. “You should be glad you’re safe inside. Those wild birds you pine for are having to hunker down in the weather.” 

Her sister Sally looked up from the sampler she was stitching. “Is it snowing yet?”

“Hard to tell.” Phoebe squinted through the wavy glass into the gray. “I think so.”

“Either it is or it isn’t,” said her sister Aubry, ever practical. She stood on a chair, tacking a garland fashioned from pine boughs over the threshold.

Phoebe pressed closer to the window, blinking into the descending darkness. “Looks like an icy sort of snow. The kind you can scarcely make out.” 

Her breath clouded the glass, and she pulled back. She stroked Blake’s chest, then let him back into his mahogany cage. He hesitated, then scooted back from the door and began preening his feathers. 

“Such a vain bird you are,” Phoebe said, though she was glad to see his attention shifting. At times, Blake’s unease seemed to mirror her own. It wasn’t the weather. A storm might be blowing in from the ocean, but she and her family were safe and warm inside Stitham Hall. No, her unease had more to do with the colonies’ struggle for independence, still unresolved.

“That will have to suffice.” Aubry stepped down from her chair. “At least we’ve some decoration for Christmas, even if the day is already upon us.”

“How many years has it been, that we’ve celebrated Christmas in wartime?” Sally said.

“This will be the fourth, I think,” Phoebe said.

“The fifth.” Aubry brushed a stray pine needle from her skirt. “Five years ago September, the Redcoats took over Long Island.”

“You know what they say.” Sally knotted her thread, then snipped it. “If liberty came easily, we might not appreciate it.” 

That was Sally, having words of encouragement always at the ready. But her words did little to buoy Phoebe’s spirits. She struggled to hold her tongue, to keep from speaking aloud the worries the Tredwell sisters knew all too well. None of the news that had reached them of late boded well, whether it came by messenger, through travelers, or in copies of James Rivington’s newspaper that found their way to Oyster Cove from New York Town. 

Every Patriot victory seemed tempered by two defeats. Rumor had it that Loyalist women in New York Town were passing notices to American soldiers, encouraging them to desert. Perhaps these were having some effect, as Phoebe had heard rumors about soldiers in General Washington’s New Jersey encampment threatening mutiny. All told, the greetings of Happy Christmas rang hollow this year for the Patriots.

At the window, Phoebe traced her finger along the frost building on the glass. She knew she should be grateful. Their family was together. Her brother Robert had come from New York Town for the holiday, and while her brother Solomon was in something of a self-imposed exile across Long Island Sound, he was as safe as one could be in the neutral territory of Westchester County. 

And this winter, they at least weren’t plagued with British officers quartering at Stitham Hall. Even Colonel John Simcoe, who especially enjoyed Sally’s company when he was in Oyster Cove, was conspicuously absent. What this portended, none of them knew. Perhaps it was merely that he’d been called away to the Carolinas, where the British had the upper hand and were looking to expand their reach. Or perhaps it meant something darker. Phoebe’s vivid imagination didn’t serve her well when it came to such things.

“Look what I made!” Judith, the sisters’ nine-year-old niece, appeared in the doorway. She bounded toward them, tossing a clove-studded orange from hand to hand, the spicy scent of it wafting through the parlor.

“An orange!” Sally said. “Wherever did you come by such a thing?”

“Grandfather brought it from the mercantile,” Judith said. “He said he put it aside for me last week. Ester showed me how to cover it with cloves.”

“That’s kind of her,” Aubry said. “But you mustn’t bother Ester, Judith. She and Rachel are busy preparing our Christmas supper.”

“I know.” Judith sounded mildly exasperated. “I helped stuff the turkey.”

“And a fine job you did, I’m sure.” Sally tugged her thread through the taut cloth in her hoop. What joy the Tredwells were able to muster for the holiday was for Judith’s sake. The child clung to memories of how they’d celebrated the season when Phoebe’s mother was alive. Phoebe and her sisters had done what they could to carry on Lucinda Tredwell’s Dutch traditions. On Sinterklaas, they’d filled the shoes Judith set near the hearth with baubles and sweets. 

Forsaking their Irish roots, their servant Ester and her mother, Rachel, had helped Judith, who had a penchant for baking, make spicy speculaas cookies, gingery pepernoten, and fried oliebollen. The Tredwell’s supply of sugar, which had been more ample than most due to their father’s import and export business, was now nearly depleted. But the joy Judith took in passing around the finished treats would more than offset any deprivation they would suffer later in the winter, the family agreed.

“Could you hang it up, Aunt Aubry?” Judith asked, lifting her clove-studded orange by the red ribbon encircling it. “It would look so pretty among the boughs.”

“And it imparts a lovely scent to the parlor,” Phoebe said.

Aubry shot her a look. “Perhaps you’d like to take over the decorating,” she said. 

“I can if you wish,” Phoebe said. 

But Aubry was already dragging the chair back to the threshold. She held out her hand for the clove-studded orange, offering what struck Phoebe as a forced smile. Aubry had been testy of late. The source of her irritation, Phoebe suspected, was a letter delivered by messenger from Major Benjamin Tallmadge. He had corresponded with Aubry for several months now, and she had tried to downplay his romantic interest, claiming his motives had mostly to do with his role as chief of General Washington’s intelligence efforts and the contributions of Long Island Patriots—including the women’s Oyster Cove Literary Society—toward that end. 

But after reading Major Tallmadge’s most recent letter, Aubry had informed her sisters that General Washington was focusing his efforts elsewhere. In turn, Major Tallmadge would concern himself less with intelligence and more with carrying out clandestine raids, crossing the Sound by night to undermine the British presence on Long Island. 

Beyond Aubry’s unease over the risks to Benjamin Tallmadge in leading these raids, Phoebe fretted over what this change in tactics meant for the Oyster Cove Literary Society. Admittedly, she and her friends had not succeeded at every effort they’d made to gather and share secrets to aid the Patriot cause. At times, they’d failed spectacularly. But with the war at a crucial juncture, she hated to think the women could be of no use at all.

Judith gazed up as Aubry tapped her hammer over a tack and slipped the looped ribbon of the clove-studded orange over it. “Splendid!” Judith exclaimed, clapping her hands.

A wail came from the kitchen, offsetting Judith’s squeal of delight.

Frowning, Aubry again stepped down from the chair. “Run along now,” she told Judith. “Ester and Chloe will need your help setting the table. Some days, that baby refuses to give his mother a minute’s rest.” 

Judith scampered off, ever happy to help in the kitchen. How different Phoebe had been at her age, looking for any excuse—a book, a romp through the meadow—to escape household chores.

“Young Robert will be grown soon enough,” Sally said. “I expect we can suffer some inconvenience in the meantime.”

“For family’s sake,” Phoebe said.

Aubry shook her head but said nothing. Having attached herself as a camp follower to a band of British soldiers, their servant Ester had eventually returned to Oyster Cove, heavy with child. To spare her the indignity of bearing a bastard, their brother Robert had allowed everyone to assume he was the father of the servant’s baby. Only Phoebe knew the truth. 

She pressed her hand flat against the window, letting the cold seep through her skin. The snow was falling harder now, transformed from icy pellets into thick clumps drifting feather-soft to the ground. 

This was no time for melancholy, she told herself. No time for restlessness. She was about to turn away, to take up her place near the fire and return to the book she’d been reading, when she spotted a gray shape through the snow.

“Someone’s coming,” she said. “On horseback.”

Sally looked up from her needlework. “On Christmas Day? Whoever could it be?”

Phoebe peered through the clear space her hand had left on the window, taking care not to get too close lest her breath fog the glass. “It’s hard to tell through the snow.”

Aubry joined her at the window. Together, they peered out at the stranger, a dark woolen cloak covering his frame. Snow clung to his tri-cornered hat. “Perhaps he has lost his way in the storm,” Aubry said.

“Then we must invite him in.” Sally put down her stitching and went to stand with her sisters. “I’ll tell Judith to set another place at the table.”

“Be sensible,” Aubry said. “This man could be a ruffian of the worst sort. Heaven knows there are plenty of them roaming the roads these days.”

Her point was hard to argue. In this seemingly interminable war, uniformed soldiers were far from the only ones doing battle. Single-sailed whaleboats crisscrossed Long Island Sound, dispatching raiders under cover of darkness. Unlike Major Tallmadge, many were civilians who terrorized ordinary people in their homes, stealing from them under the guise of either loyalism or patriotism. Likewise, marauders roamed the roads. That the high principles of liberty and justice could be so readily twisted to the purposes of the lawless was yet another discouraging aspect of their present situation.

As it turned out, the question of whether to invite the stranger inside was for nought. He brought his horse to a halt in front of Stitham Hall. He dismounted, hitched his steed to a post, and strode up the walkway, his bearing erect, his steps measured, deliberate. As he neared the front door, his features came into focus. Round face, sharp nose, thinning hair tied back in a queue.

“Oh no,” Sally said. “It’s Colonel Simcoe.”








  
  
Chapter two



Once the Tredwell sisters recovered from the shock—and disappointment—of this intrusion on their holidays, they adjusted as they had so often in past when British troops unexpectedly presented themselves for quartering. 

But this visit was different. Colonel Simcoe had come alone. No officers accompanied him, not even his aide de camp. He wants something, Phoebe thought. Something he doesn’t want his fellow soldiers to know about.

For a fleeting moment, she entertained the idea that Colonel Simcoe might forsake the British army and join the side of the Patriots. Such desertions had happened before, even among officers. The former Patriot commander of West Point, Benedict Arnold, was bitter proof of that. And Simcoe had been sweet on Sally for a long time. Though he struck Phoebe as a man who was awkward with his feelings, perhaps it was just such a man who would forsake all to earn the affections of a woman like Sally, who was his opposite in so many ways.

Seated around the dining table that evening with her family, Phoebe watched as Simcoe’s gaze fell again and again on Sally, who seemed to be doing her best to ignore him. Darkness had fallen, a curtain drawn over the snow. A fire crackled in the hearth, warming the room, where the smells of woodsmoke and roasted turkey mingled with the smell of the cigars the men had enjoyed before the meal, a pretense of normalcy.  

From the kitchen, Rachel ferried in platters of the food that the servants had been preparing for days. Turkey roasted with parsnips and carrots. Fresh bread and freshly churned butter, served with the season’s finest preserves brought from the cellar. Cranberries simmered with apples and a touch of honey. From a steaming urn, the Tredwells’ third servant, Chloe, dipped wassail into mugs and set them one by one in front of the guests.

Simcoe eyed her as she delivered his drink. An attractive young woman with creamy, coffee-colored skin, she averted her gaze. “This one shall be liberated, you know, when the Crown prevails,” Simcoe said. He spoke with a jovial air suggesting that he had indulged in Samuel Tredwell’s brandy along with his cigars.

Phoebe glanced at her brother Robert. Simcoe’s remark invited many points of objection, including his wretched way of referring to Chloe as “this one” and his loose interpretation of a promise made to African men who fought with the King’s army. 

“My father doesn’t keep slaves,” Robert said, his red-tinged ears a testament to the anger he was no doubt struggling to contain. “Miss Whitaker works for hire.”

“Is that so?” Simcoe said. “Mine is a reasonable assumption, you must concede, given how many of your countrymen adhere to the abominable practice of enslaving Africans.”

It was a point in Simcoe’s favor that he abhorred slavery. Still, it did little to change Phoebe’s opinion of him. 

Simcoe glanced at Sally, seemingly seeking her approval. Under the weight of his gray eyes, she dipped her head and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 

At the head of the table, their father raised his mug. His smile, Phoebe noted, did not reach his eyes. Perhaps it was only Phoebe’s imagination, but it seemed that since emerging from his private talk with Simcoe over cigars, Samuel was struggling to put on a brave face.

“To health, family, and fortune,” he proclaimed, an abbreviated version of his usual toast, which under other circumstances would have made much of the cause of liberty and the sacrifices the Patriots were making to achieve it.

“Here, here,” came the response. Around the table, the family lifted their mugs and tipped them back. The warm tang of cider, the rich flavor of brandy, and the blend of mulled spices warmed Phoebe to the core. 

Their father blessed the food, and they began to eat, forks and knives clanking on pewter. From his cradle in the kitchen, little Robert Jr let out a thin wail. Ester retreated, no doubt to suckle the child, who from the start had displayed a hearty appetite. 

Likewise, Colonel Simcoe relished his meal, replenishing his portions of roasted turkey and vegetables from the platters Rachel and Chloe brought around. Between chewing, he seemed compelled to fill the silence with his opinions on various matters, many of which revolved around the state of the war.

“I fear your little army is being diminished by the day.” With his fork, he stabbed a parsnip. “From what I hear, Continental soldiers are deserting in droves.”

“I wonder what compels them to do so,” Phoebe said.

“Despair,” Simcoe said almost cheerily. “An unwillingness to risk their lives for a lost cause.” 

The words lost cause landed like a dead weight. Heads dipped all around. Even young Judith seemed intently focused on her food.

“Fortune has a way of turning when we least expect it,” Phoebe said, determined that the colonel not have the last word on the matter.

Simcoe chuckled, a sound that seemed forced from his throat. “The spoils go to those who make their own fortune, my dear. I should think you would know that by now.”

“I wonder if the snow has stopped falling yet,” Sally said, turning from Simcoe’s gray-eyed gaze.

“Perhaps you and I could take a stroll after supper, Miss Tredwell,” Simcoe said. “There is little so satisfying as leaving one’s footprints in fresh snow.”

“I should think it would be quite cold outside,” Aubry said.

“Especially with the wind,” Robert said. “If you don’t mind me saying so, Colonel Simcoe, it is rather curious that you chose to ride here alone in such inclement weather.”

“A matter of some urgency, I assure you.” Simcoe pushed his now-empty plate to one side. Rachel swiftly retrieved it and retreated to the kitchen. “A matter which I discussed with your father after you left the parlor. I believe we reached a point of agreement, did we not, Samuel?”

Phoebe’s father held the colonel’s gaze. “Only in so much as our authority extends.”

“Yes, yes.” Simcoe waved his hand dismissively. “So quaint, the customs over here. At home, men settle such matters decisively between themselves.”

“Of what matters do you speak, Colonel?” Phoebe tried to keep the alarm from her voice. Perhaps it was only the novel she’d been reading, but images of a duel flashed through her mind. She couldn’t think what grievance Simcoe could possibly have with Samuel, who early on in the British occupation had been forced to retreat from his involvement in Patriot politics, upon penalty of imprisonment, and swear allegiance to the king.

“Why, your sister’s hand in marriage, of course,” Simcoe said.

Sally’s eyes took on the startled look of a doe surprised by a rifleman. She dropped her gaze.

“What say you, Miss Tredwell?” Simcoe’s eyes seemed to bore into Sally. “Your father has given his consent.”

“My consent should this proposed union align with my daughter’s wishes,” Samuel said.

“Of course she wishes it,” Simcoe said. “I have an estate back in England. A comfortable manor home twice the size of Stitham Hall. It is only my sense of duty as the king’s loyal subject that has brought me here. And, I confess, a desire to see for myself what all the fuss is about. Now that this fuss is nearly over, it is time we made our plans and started a family. What say you, Miss Tredwell?”

Under her lashes, Sally glanced sideways at Phoebe, her eyes pleading for help.

“How intriguing, Colonel Simcoe, that you should say this fuss, as you call it, is nearly over,” Phoebe said. “I wonder what you know that we do not.”

His gaze shifted to her, his annoyance on clear display. “As a commander in His Majesty’s army, I am privy to a good deal of information that will never reach your ears,” he snapped.

“What about the ears of your beloved?” Phoebe was flailing about desperately, but she had to try to spare Sally at least a portion of the awkwardness Simcoe had imposed. “Surely you cannot expect our sister to make so grave a decision about her future without the fullness of knowledge you possess.” 

Simcoe slammed his fisted hand against the table, the force of it reverberating through the pewter mugs. “This, young lady, is precisely why no one will ever ask your hand in marriage,” he said. “You are far too impudent.”

Phoebe clasped her hands in her lap to stop them from trembling, not from fear but from anger. She bit her lip, not wishing to make this situation even worse for her sister and yet not knowing how long she could hold back the torrent of angry words she wished to unleash upon this self-aggrandizing oaf who felt entitled to drag her sister off to England as if she were some sort of war spoils.

Aubry pushed her chair back from the table, its legs scraping against the wooden floor. “What a memorable holiday you’ve made for us, Colonel Simcoe.” She spoke in the even tone she used when placating an irritated customer at their father’s mercantile. “But I must ask that you kindly withdraw your request to stroll with my sister in the elements tonight. She is too polite to say so herself, but she has not been feeling well today. We would not wish her to catch a chill.”

Sally looked up, casting a grateful glance at her older sister. “Aubry is right. I am feeling a bit feverish.” 

The colonel’s eyes narrowed, conveying more annoyance than concern. “Tomorrow, then.”

“Yes.” Sally rose slowly. She took Aubry’s arm. “Tomorrow.”

The sisters retreated from the dining room, their footsteps sounding on the wooden treads as they mounted the stairs. Rachel and Chloe emerged from the kitchen, toting plates with slices of fresh mince pie. As they set them along the table, Phoebe looked over at Robert. His jaw was set firm, his eyes hard, but he held his silence. Had Simcoe not intruded, this was to have been the moment for him to announce his own betrothal, to Chloe. 

He’d admitted his plan to Phoebe last evening, when she’d come upon the two of them on the back porch, locked in an embrace. By falsely claiming Ester’s son as his own, Robert had meant to soften Samuel’s resistance to what many might perceive as the greater transgression, falling in love with a woman like Chloe. It was one thing to advocate for the freedom of enslaved Africans, as the Tredwells did. To welcome a former slave into the family would be quite another. Robert had hoped that in light of the holiday, his father’s reaction would be more generous than it might otherwise have been. With Simcoe’s intrusion, there was now little hope of finding out.

The remainder of the evening passed in a blur. Phoebe choked down her slice of mince pie, normally her favorite. The family—and Simcoe—retreated to the parlor. Passing beneath the kissing ball that hung in the hallway, festooned with apples and ribbons, Simcoe’s mouth twisted into a faint smile. “Quaint little custom,” he said to no one in particular.

Phoebe fumed. That was all they were to him—the Tredwells and every Patriot on this side of the ocean—quaint curiosities to be put in their place for the glory of the Mother Country. His feelings for Sally could be no different, except that he wished to take her as a prize. Phoebe could imagine how he’d boast back in England. The brightest light in the colonial darkness. Oh, she had plenty of suitors, but it was I who prevailed.

Aubry rejoined them in the parlor, reporting that Sally was a-bed, tucked warm beneath the covers. Judith brought in the Yule log, saved from last Christmas, a move that proved prescient, as the British soldiers at the garrison on the hill had since cut down many trees around Oyster Cove. Samuel helped Judith set the log atop the fire that smoldered in the grate. The family, and Simcoe, stood in a semi-circle, watching as the log caught and burned. 

Robert helped Chloe carry extra chairs from the dining room, and they all gathered around the parlor table. Flickering light from the candles at the table’s center illuminated their faces, the adults—save Simcoe—looking subdued by the day’s events. Still, Judith managed to evoke smiles. She passed out knitted stockings to the servants standing nearby and pressed a small wooden horse carved by her grandfather into little Robert Jr’s grasping hand. In turn, she thrilled over Sally’s gift to her, a handkerchief embroidered with flowers and edged in lace. If only Sally had been there to see it.

Soon, Judith’s mother, widow of Phoebe’s brother Artemis, joined them in the parlor. Brushing snow from her cloak, she took in the scene, her gaze lingering only briefly on the Tredwells’ unexpected guest. She embraced her daughter, who showed off her handkerchief. The town’s midwife, Betsy reported that the Christmas baby she’d helped deliver appeared healthy and strong. This invoked a round of smiles all around, even from Phoebe, who had been deep in thought regarding the evening’s turn of events.

Aubry invited Betsy to join them at the table, but having spent the better part of the day attending the birth, Betsy politely declined. Chloe packed up what was left of their dinner for Betsy to take home. Judith bundled herself into her coat, and the mother and daughter departed. Robert, too, said goodnight and retreated upstairs.

“A round of whist!” Simcoe exclaimed when they were gone. Having made his pronouncement of marriage, he seemed quite jovial, apparently unconcerned that Sally had yet to give a response or, even more tellingly, that she appeared to have taken ill. “As I recall, the ladies prevailed when I was here last. Let us even the score tonight, Samuel.”

Looking nearly as weary as Betsy, Phoebe’s father eyed the book his daughters had been reading aloud to him in the evenings, his preferred way to bring the day to a close. But he forced a smile and retrieved the cards. “Phoebe, I trust you will take Sally’s place.”

“If Aubry will have me.” Phoebe had never harbored a love of cards. Until now, she’d been only too happy to leave the game to her sisters, who teamed up against the men. But if she refused, retreating upstairs, Aubry and her father would be forced to endure Simcoe’s presence without any sort of distraction.

“Most certainly I’ll have you.” Aubry offered a grateful smile. “With the understanding that neither of us will stand for a settling of scores without a fight.”

Phoebe’s father dealt the first hand, and they settled into the game. Phoebe had to admit that whist made a good diversion, forcing her to attend to the cards as they were played. Watching her sisters play, she had picked up on the signals they made surreptitiously to one another, raising eyebrows when a suit they lacked was played and tapping a finger when they were about to play a trump card. 

As the cards were shuffled and dealt, shuffled and dealt, a thought took hold in Phoebe’s mind. In Simcoe’s shocking revelation that he intended to wed Sally and carry her off to England, he’d spoken of the war they’d endured these five long years as nothing more than a fuss, an assessment both callous and arrogant. From Simcoe, this came as no surprise. 

But he’d also proclaimed the fuss nearly over, a bold assessment even from the likes of Simcoe. General Washington and his troops were settled into New Jersey for the winter. General Cornwallis and his Redcoats held the coastal regions of the Carolinas. Under General Clinton, the British had control of Long Island and New York Town. With the armies so entrenched, what would make Simcoe speak so confidently of the war’s end at this juncture? 

Something was afoot, something that Simcoe knew but wasn’t saying. For all the bragging he did, he could be remarkably tight-lipped about his army’s plans. In all the years he’d been coming and going from Stitham Hall, never once had he let slip a detail that Phoebe and her literary society could pass along through General Washington’s intelligence channels—back when those channels were fully operational, that is. 

Phoebe took another trick. The women now had a trump card, so to speak, leverage with Simcoe that they should exploit. 

Owing more to their father’s weariness than to Phoebe’s prowess at whist, the sisters prevailed. Simcoe grumbled that he’d get his revenge tomorrow night. Under other circumstances, this would have been a disappointment, their unwelcome guest being in no hurry to leave. Now, Phoebe realized, a prolonged stay would buy the women some time.

With the flames from the Yule Log burning low, Aubry and Phoebe said goodnight and went upstairs to their bedroom. The snow had stopped falling and the clouds had mostly cleared, allowing the light of a nearly full moon to shine through the window as the two of them undressed. 

Slipping into the bed the Tredwell sisters had shared since they were young, Phoebe saw that Sally lay awake. In the moonlight, she could see the tears that streaked Sally’s face.

Beneath the covers, Phoebe reached for her hand. “We shan’t let you marry him, you know.”

A beat of silence followed. “He doesn’t seem inclined to take no for an answer,” Sally said, her voice sounding small.

“Phoebe and I share some of the blame,” Aubry said, her voice tinged with regret. “For your not having discouraged his advances earlier.”

“I didn’t think any harm would come from it,” Sally said. “Like you, I’d hoped over the years he might confide in me some information that would be useful to the Patriot cause.”

“A calculation that has proven misplaced,” Aubry said.

“Not necessarily,” Phoebe said. “Tonight, Colonel Simcoe suggested the war was nearly over. He knows something we don’t.”

Aubry sighed. “Since the war’s beginning, people have been declaring it nearly over.”

“But Colonel Simcoe is no ordinary man engaged in wishful thinking,” Phoebe said. “He is privy to the plans of the British generals.”

“Which he never divulges,” Sally said glumly.

“This time he might,” Phoebe said. “We have leverage. He wants your hand in marriage. Father has said he’ll allow the union only if you consent.”

“And what happens if I don’t? The British could well win this war. If they do, Colonel Simcoe would have all sorts of power over us. From what I’ve observed, he relishes retribution. Under British rule, it would take but a flimsy pretense for soldiers to seize Stitham Hall and imprison Father as they attempted before.”

Aubry turned to her. “Surely you can’t be thinking you’ll consent. You mustn’t sacrifice your happiness, even for the sake of our family.”

“How can I be happy?” Sally choked back tears. “If I bring our family to ruin?”

“We mustn’t imagine the worst,” Phoebe said. “We need to seize this opportunity.”

“At Sally’s expense?” Aubry sounded indignant.

“I’m not suggesting Sally compromise her future happiness,” Phoebe said. “Only that she press Colonel Simcoe about why he thinks the war is nearing an end.”

“You would have me ask him outright?” Sally said. “That would surely raise his suspicions.”

“You’d need to be more subtle than that,” Phoebe said. “Tell him you’re concerned for his safety. Tell him there can be no secrets between you if you are to be joined in marriage.”

Another beat of silence. “I’d only be toying with him more,” Sally said. “Which will make refusing him in the end even more difficult.”

Phoebe held her sister’s gaze. “You have power over him, Sally. He has publicly confessed his love. He won’t be inclined to refuse you.”

“I don’t recall any mention of love,” Aubry said drily.

“Still,” Phoebe insisted. “He wants Sally to accept his proposal. It’s understandable that she might put some conditions on her consideration.”

They fell silent. A branch scraped at the window, signaling that the wind hadn’t entirely abated. In the attic above, floorboards creaked—Ester walking with her babe, most likely, trying to soothe him into sleep.

“I’ll do what I can,” Sally said at last. “For our country’s sake. For our liberty.”








  
  
Chapter three



As the twelve days of Christmas unfolded, Simcoe seemed reluctant to depart Stitham Hall. Whatever he’d hinted at regarding the war’s end apparently did not involve immediate action on his part. 

Putting on a brave front, Sally hedged with her answer to his marriage proposal. Simcoe strolled with her through the village. He arranged with her father to take her on a sleigh ride, with her sisters along to chaperone. He even persuaded Sally to accompany him to Widow Hardy’s tavern. Perhaps he thought the more they presented themselves as a couple, the more likely they were to become one.

These public displays had the desired effect. The day after Sally’s appearance at the tavern, the Townsends’ neighbor and Phoebe’s closest friend, Alida Middleton, came calling. In keeping with the season, she bore a fruitcake wrapped in a rum-soaked cloth. But the other reason for her visit became clear as she tugged Phoebe into the parlor and shut the door.

“Austin says Sally was at the tavern with Colonel Simcoe last night,” she said in a conspiratorial tone. Austin was Alida’s beau. Until recently, he’d been the courier for General Washington’s spy network, shuttling messages across Long Island Sound and through Westchester County to Benjamin Tallmadge. It was dangerous work, and Alida had confessed her relief when Tallmadge had sent Austin back to Oyster Cove. A British spy had discovered Austin’s route through the New Jersey mountains and intercepted his messages. It was one thing for a courier to risk capture. It was another for the enemy to seize Patriot secrets.

Widow Hardy had been happy to welcome Austin back to his work at the tavern. Only the women of the Oyster Cove Literary Society knew what his return portended for the work they’d been doing to aid Washington’s efforts.

“Colonel Simcoe arrived here on Christmas Day,” Phoebe explained. “It’s no surprise that he’s sweet on Sally.”

“Austin says people are wondering why he came here without his troops. He’s never done that before.”

Phoebe shrugged. “Perhaps he got a furlough for the holidays. Likely he has nowhere else to go, his home being across the Atlantic.”

“I also saw Sally walking with him in the village.” Alida’s eyes danced. “I hope she’s not succumbing to his charms.”

Phoebe laughed. “What charms would those be?”

“Charms,” Blake repeated, though due to the limitations of his anatomy, it came out as “arms.” In his cage, he fluttered from one perch to the other.

“You must admit, the colonel is persistent,” Alida said. “I thought he might be wearing her down.”

Phoebe chose not to mention Simcoe’s marriage proposal. She trusted Alida, but that sort of news could easily take on a life of its own. “Sally may be a gentle soul, but she knows where to draw the line.” She leaned close, though there was none but Blake within earshot. “Who knows? Perhaps Sally will be the one to wear Colonel Simcoe down.”

Alida’s eyes widened. “You think he will reveal to her what the British have in store next?”

“It’s possible. He alluded to some decisive action coming soon. With any luck, Sally can get him to say more.”

“He has never been forthcoming before.”

“True. But Colonel Simcoe seems rather…persistent at present. Sally aims to work that to her advantage.”

“Even if she learns something, what can we do with the information? There is no longer a courier to carry messages. And you said Major Tallmadge is turning his attention to raids.”

“He is. But we have Robert,” Phoebe said. She had yet to discuss with her brother the role he might play in this scheme. But he had been active in the spy network until recently, when Benedict Arnold’s betrayal led to a British crackdown on American spies. “We also have Abraham,” Phoebe added, naming the farmer responsible for coding and decoding messages that passed through Oyster Cove.

“And there’s Caleb, I suppose,” Alida said, naming their friend Lucretia’s husband, who carried messages across the Sound in his whaleboat. “Though traveling by water, he can’t connect directly with General Washington.” 

“Maybe Austin can help,” Phoebe said. 

“You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Alida said. “Simcoe may reveal nothing at all.” 

Alida had a point. But Phoebe also understood her friend’s reluctance to involve her sweetheart. He was safe here in Oyster Cove, pouring tankards of ale instead of risking his life in clandestine rides across unfriendly territory. 

Phoebe couldn’t blame Alida. For her part, she worried daily about James Ewing, the British officer who at great risk to himself spied for the Patriots. Somewhere along the line, the Scotsman had stolen her heart. After some fraught encounters in New York Town last fall involving a potential rival, she had written him a letter, hoping to smooth things over. But she had received no reply. Not that this was unusual. With the war, mail service was virtually non-existent. Letters had to be carried either by paid messengers or friends—and sometimes even by strangers. 

Still, Phoebe imagined the worst. Perhaps James had rejected outright her attempt at appeasement. Perhaps he’d taken up with another woman. Regardless of which side they favored, there were plenty of American women who might look to wed a soldier, especially a handsome one like James. Then there was the worry that James had taken ill or been sent south to fight—or worse yet, been apprehended as a spy.

“All the same, you might mention to Austin our dilemma should we acquire information to pass along,” Phoebe said. 

“You may speak to him yourself,” Alida said. “At Jane Ashcroft’s Twelfth Night party.”

“Another party? I hadn’t heard,” Phoebe said, though this news should have come as no surprise. The Ashcrofts were Loyalists, and Reginald, the family patriarch, seemed to be doing quite well for himself, even in wartime.

“I thought Jane had invited you.”

“She has not,” Phoebe said. “And truly, I could care less about Jane’s parties. They strike me as a rather pointed effort to ignore our country’s struggles.”

Alida was silent for a moment. “Some people just want to get on with their lives, Phoebe.”

This assessment from her friend felt like a dagger through Phoebe’s heart. “We can’t give up, Alida. Not after all we’ve endured. Not with our country’s future at stake, and the prospect of ceding our liberty to the whims of a king.”

Alida held her gaze. “I didn’t say I was giving up. Of course I want the Patriots to prevail and for us to have our liberty. But no matter how we try, we can’t control how this war turns out. It only makes sense to prepare for any outcome, even one that a Loyalist like Jane Ashcroft favors.”

This was a discussion Phoebe had never imagined having with her dearest friend. Yes, Alida had often been the one who brought Phoebe down to earth when her imaginings threatened to carry her away. But the war had tempered Phoebe’s impulses. She’d learned to weigh her options, to think before acting. Now, she tried to think what could have caused Alida’s outlook to waver. Or was Phoebe reading too much into her friend’s words?

The parlor door swung open. Aubry bustled in, her cheeks red with cold, her cloak buttoned over her shoulders, a folded paper in one hand. “Why, Alida. I didn’t realize you were here.”

“I brought a fruitcake.” Alida handed the gift to Aubry, looking glad to be relieved of its weight. “Happy Christmas to you all.”

“How kind of you,” Aubry said. “Will you stay and enjoy a slice with us? I can ask Chloe to bring some tea.”

“Chloe isn’t here,” Phoebe said. “Robert asked her to accompany him on some business in town.”

“Some business?” Aubry’s brow furrowed. “I can’t think what business Robert could possibly have that involves Chloe.”

“I don’t know either,” Phoebe said, which was true enough. What she did know—what she’d agreed to keep quiet until Robert made the pronouncement himself—was that at some point in the future, Robert and Chloe intended to wed. 

“Thank you kindly for the offer of tea, but I should be getting home,” Alida said. “Mother has three more fruitcakes for me to deliver.” She started for the door, then stopped short, her gaze on the paper in Aubry’s hand. “Why, that’s Jane Ashcroft’s handwriting. I knew she wouldn’t leave you out, Phoebe.”

She slipped out the door. Looking puzzled, Aubry handed the folded paper to Phoebe. “Andrew brought this by the store.”

Phoebe fingered her name on the paper. It was Jane’s hand, all right, with Phoebe’s name penned in wide loops and flourishes. She slid her finger beneath the paper’s edge, breaking the elegant red wax seal. “Jane Ashcroft requests the honor of your presence at a Masked Ball in celebration of Twelfth Night,” she read aloud. “January 6, Eight O’Clock, at the Manor House.” She looked up at her sister. “I shan’t be attending. Not if you and Sally aren’t invited.”

“Of course you’ll attend,” Aubry said. “We can’t afford to offend Jane Ashcroft.”

Meaning we can’t afford to offend a Loyalist, in case the British prevail, Phoebe thought. Just as Alida said.

“I don’t care for Jane’s parties,” Phoebe said.

“I recall a Midsummer’s Ball where you very much enjoyed yourself with Andrew Ashcroft’s Scottish cousin,” Aubry said. 

“That was years ago,” Phoebe said. Indeed, it seemed an eternity. “Perhaps Jane has invited Colonel Simcoe, and he will insist on Sally’s attending.”

Aubry shook her head. “Sally says Colonel Simcoe will depart the day after tomorrow.”

“And he still has revealed nothing about his purpose?” Phoebe asked, dropping her voice nearly to a whisper. “Even as Sally has insisted there be no secrets between them?”

“Nothing of substance,” Aubry said. “Only that he has important military business to attend to.”

“So important that it may bring a swift end to the war,” Phoebe said.

“Yes. Sally says he has reiterated that point,” Aubry said.

Phoebe began to pace. “What on earth could it be? Not a large military strike. He’s not a general.”

“True, but he is rather taken by his own importance. Perhaps he is merely joining in some battle led by another commander.”

Phoebe shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. He may not lack for confidence, but only a fool would predict with certainty the outcome of a battle in this war. There are too many factors at play. And we have the French on our side now. It must be something else.”

Alida’s fruitcake cradled in one arm, Aubry reached her hand to touch Phoebe’s forearm. “Let it go, Phoebe. Sally has done what she could. At this point, she is more concerned with making sure Colonel Simcoe doesn’t leave here with false hopes about their marrying.”

Phoebe stepped away. “There must be a way.” 

Aubry shook her head, then retreated to the kitchen with the fruitcake. Phoebe settled into a chair near Blake’s cage. Seeming to sense her distress, he warbled like a songbird, as if trying to cheer her. She took up the book she’d been reading, Lady Chudleigh’s Poems on Several Occasions. She opened to where she’d left off. She tried to lose herself in the poetry, but when she reached “The Happy Man,” she closed the book abruptly. 

She stared out the window at the yard, where the Christmas snow had melted and hardened into patches of icy white against the barren landscape. She wondered what man—or woman, for that matter—could glide with nary a care through a life that ended in meeting death with a smile. Clearly Lady Chudleigh hadn’t suffered the ravages of war or the dilemma of how liberty might be attained against all odds.

Feeling weary, Phoebe closed her eyes. Her sleep last night had been fitful, her concerns about Simcoe and Sally and the Patriots’ prospects nagging at her consciousness whenever she began to drift off to sleep. Perhaps Alida and Aubry were right. As a practical matter, the Patriots couldn’t keep fighting forever. But General Washington hadn’t given up. Neither had his troops, aside from the rogues who threatened mutiny or gave into the urge to desert. Yet not every deserter was a rogue, she had to admit, for hadn’t she once urged James Ewing to desert his post with the British and come over to the Patriots’ side? 

It was with this thought of James, with his name on her lips, that she must have drifted off to sleep. She woke to gentle laughter and a hand on her shoulder, shaking it lightly. Before her stood Lucretia Brown and Deborah Washburn, both members of the Oyster Cove Literary Society.

“Our energetic Phoebe, dozing in her chair.” Grinning, Lucretia turned to Deborah. “We shoulda brought some of your tonic instead of sweets.”

“I must confess, I didn’t sleep well last night,” Phoebe said. “And Lady Chudleigh’s poems aren’t holding my interest.” She tapped her finger on the volume of poetry balanced on the arm of her chair. “It’s a good thing you’ve arrived to save me. Please, have a seat.”

“We can’t stay long,” Deborah said. “We only wanted to bring by a small gift.” From the cloth bag she carried, she removed three jars of preserves. “Blueberry, blackberry, raspberry. One each for you and your sisters.” Her eyes sparkled. “Though you may share them with your menfolk if you must.”

“Deborah and me, we put them up together,” Lucretia said. “Back when it was summer.”

“It seems a long time ago,” Deborah said. 

“That it does,” Phoebe said. That these two women had put up preserves together didn’t surprise Phoebe. In some ways, they couldn’t have been more different, Lucretia hearty and voluptuous, Deborah thin and sometimes sickly. But the bond that had formed between them at the literary society had only strengthened over the years. Both were childless, and both had husbands who helped with Tallmadge’s spy network. 

“We reading poems next?” Lucretia asked, eyeing Phoebe’s book.

“Perhaps,” Phoebe said. “Though I’m not sure this is the right collection.”

“Too dull?” Deborah asked.

Phoebe thumbed the book’s pages. “A little too cheery, perhaps.”

Lucretia glanced over her shoulder at the door, half-shut. “Is it that colonel who’s got you out of sorts?” she asked, lowering her voice. “Heard he made himself your guest for the holidays.”

“He did,” Phoebe said. “But he’s leaving the day after tomorrow. Some sort of big plan in the works, apparently. Something that could bring a swift end to the war.”

“And not for our side, I reckon,” Deborah said.

Lucretia straightened. “Then we’d best figure out what it is.”

“I wish we could,” Phoebe said. “Heaven knows, Sally has tried to draw it out of him. But he’s mum as ever.”

“He’s courting her still?” Deborah said.

That was one way to put it. “It seems his primary reason for coming here. He brought none of his men.”

“Curious,” Lucretia said. “You’d think if he had something big in the works, he’d keep his men close.”

“I’ve wondered about that too,” Phoebe said. 

“If our sweet Sally can’t draw his plans out of him, I can’t think who could,” Deborah said.

“It’s a quandary, to be certain,” Phoebe said. “Sally has tried telling him they must have no secrets between them. But that hasn’t moved him in the least.”

They sat for a moment in silence. 

“A poem,” Lucretia said at last.

“Come again?” Phoebe said.

“Simcoe wrote that Valentine’s Day poem for Sally,” Lucretia said. “Seems he fancies himself a poet.”

“I don’t see what good a poem would do,” Deborah said. “The point is to get him to say what his plans are, not wax poetic over Sally’s charm and beauty.”

“Think about it,” Lucretia said. “Ain’t we always talking when we meet up about how fancy words can be a way to hide something in plain sight?”

“Reading between the lines, you mean.” Phoebe was starting to see what she was getting at.

“Exactly.” Lucretia looked pleased as a schoolmarm. “Now, the colonel ain’t going to come right out and say what he’s got up his sleeve. But give him a chance to show how clever he can be, and I’ll bet my buttons he’ll show off with some verse.”

“Which he thinks my dear sister is too thick to understand,” Phoebe said. “Lucretia, I think you’re onto something.”

Lucretia grinned. “Worth a try.”

“Suppose it works,” Deborah said. “Suppose we learn what he’s up to. What do we do with the information?”

“I thought Abraham might put it in code for us, and then Robert could find a way to deliver it,” Phoebe said. “He’s got some connections, I think.”

Deborah shook her head. “Robert stopped by yesterday. He and Abraham talked for a long while. After he left, Abraham told me they’re reconsidering.”

“Reconsidering,” Phoebe repeated dully. “About passing secrets to General Washington, you mean?”

Deborah nodded. “Major Tallmadge has all but bowed out. Austin is back here. What’s the point?”

Phoebe drew a long breath. “If they’re not going to provide information, someone has to.”

Lucretia glanced over her shoulder, then pressed her finger to her lips. “We’ll figure something out. First, the poem.”









