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TO MY DEAR AND LOVING HUSBAND


by
ANNE BRADSTREET


If ever two were one, then surely we,


If ever man were loved by wife, then thee.


If ever wife was happy in a man,


Compare with me, ye women, if you can.


I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold,


Or all the riches that the East doth hold.


My love is such that rivers cannot quench,


Nor ought but love from thee give recompense.


Thy love is such I can no way repay;


The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray.


Then while we will, in love let’s so persevere,


That when we live no more we may live ever.




Chapter One


Boston—May, 1765


    “JANE, I HARDLY UNDERSTAND THE NECESSITY OF subjecting my hands to this harsh lye soap when they will be concealed in white gloves all afternoon,” Abigail complained.


“They will not be concealed when you are at your spinning wheel on the Common, amongst friends and neighbors,” Jane countered tartly, then looked to Abigail’s hands covered with thick suds. “Rinse them, if you please,” Jane ordered.


Dressed in her muslin stays and hoop petticoat, Abigail stood at the washbasin and swirled her hands in the heated well water. When the last of the suds was washed away, she removed her hands and examined her slender fingers. The printer’s ink stains were barely visible and she secretly admired the fresh whiteness of her hands. During the course of the week as she wrote and assisted her brother, Levi, in setting the type and inking the large press for Friday’s issue of the Boston Word, she had neither the time nor inclination to think of such vanities. However, still disgruntled at having to leave her commentary but midway composed in order to attend the Spinning Celebration, she refused to reveal her pleasure to Mrs. Jane Stewart, who at the moment was scrutinizing Abigail’s hands. Jane’s kindly face was set in a stubborn expression that matched her own displeasure, Abigail had no doubts.


With a shake of her head, Jane turned her stout back to Abigail and walked to the bed. As she began to ready Abigail’s apple green homespun dress and matching bonnet, laid out beside her stockings and gloves, Jane was able to relax her face from its forced sternness which she had assumed to match Abigail’s own obstinacy. For despite Abigail’s headstrong and stubborn nature, no one knew better than Jane how kind and sensitive Abigail was and how deeply she pained when her stubbornness or flair of temper injured the feelings of someone she loved. Cajoling Abigail would have little effect. Jane knew she had to meet Abigail’s will with her own when it came to matters of principle or obligation—especially since Abigail had assumed the printing business and newspaper after her father, John’s, tragic death.


Jane knew that Abigail hated spinning as she hated most domestic chores. Moreover, Abigail saw her attendance at the Celebration as frivolous, despite its patriotic nature, compared to those essays she wrote expressing alarm and displeasure with the Parliament’s latest acts to bring the colonies to their knees. It was useless to tell Abigail that an afternoon among good company in the warm May sun would not alter the fate of Boston. She was her father’s daughter, most certainly, in a way that Levi had never been his father’s son. Yet Jane was certain that if John Peabody were still alive, he would be equally adamant about getting his lovely Abigail to the Common this afternoon, especially if he had learned, as Jane had at the market this morn, that Jeremy Blackburn had returned from England. As certain as she was that God watched over them, was Jane that Jeremy would present himself at the Celebration. Once he again set his eyes upon Abigail’s shining red hair and lovely large green eyes . . .


“I do wish you would go along with Katie instead and leave me to my work,” Abigail complained once more, as she lathered and scrubbed her hands again. She knew better than to voice further complaints when she had already tried Jane’s large reserve of patience, but her obstinacy pushed her on. “I know that it’s the fifteenth year since the formation of the Spinning Society, but I have last year’s column. All I need do is change the names to those who shall win this year, though I doubt if the names will ever change. The same can not be said about my report on the latest outrages of Governor Bernard. That man’s audacity to urge the Assembly to humbly accept the advent of the scurrilous Stamp Act! So why should I while away the afternoon spinning, for which I have little talent and less inclination—”


Jane turned swiftly, despite her bulk. Her doe-like hazel eyes darkened with anger, causing Abigail to instantly regret her words, as heartfelt as they were. “Enough, Mistress Peabody,” Jane declared. “Kindly close your mouth and apply your wrath onto those hands.” With one long scathing look, Jane then turned away again.


Abigail refrained from releasing the laughter that bubbled in her throat whenever Jane sardonically addressed her by proper title. For in truth, Mrs. Jane Stewart was far more than housekeeper, and had been most of Abigail’s life. Mrs. Stewart was a widow who had arrived from Ulster, in Northern Ireland, as an indentured servant for the Peabodys when Abigail was five, fifteen years before. That was the same year that Abigail’s mother, Mary, had died in childbirth, the boychild stillborn as well. Levi was ten at the time. Jane Stewart became as much a mother to them, especially to little Abigail, as if she had borne Abigail herself. When Jane’s years of indenture passed, she stayed on as a hired housekeeper, but was actually a member of the family, for by then none of them, least of all Abigail’s father, could have done without her ministerings and love.


It had often puzzled Abigail as to why her father had not married this strong, kind-faced, and caring woman. She knew that most widowers married within a year. Many of their neighbors had taken two or three new wives after each died in childbirth or illness. Once, Abigail had broached the subject with her father. He had treated her question with the dignity and respect that was always the hallmark of their close relationship. He had explained that his love for her mother was so special and rare that it would be unfair to offer any other woman merely the shadow of that love.


Unconsciously, Abigail scrubbed more ferociously as she fought back the tears that welled behind her eyes. Even two years later, it was difficult for her to endure the grief of her loss, or to remember the nightmarish circumstances of his death in that terrible fire that had destroyed their house as well on that cold winter evening. She had done the only thing she knew—thrown herself into her work and hoped that she could carry on the pride of her father’s life, his Boston Word, with the dignity and respect that his paper had engendered in Boston during the ten years he had published it. It had been a constant struggle, but she hoped that her father looked down upon her earnest attempt from his place in heaven and smiled at her.


Abigail rinsed her hands again. Finally they were immaculate. When she looked up, Jane was staring at her with a softness in her eyes that belied her impatient stance, with strong, stubby hands on broad hips. As usual, Jane knew what pained her without words having to cross between them. Abigail dried her hands and then walked to Jane and planted a kiss on her cheek.


“You are a sweet girl, even if you are enough to shake the calmest soul at times,” Jane said in her lilting Northern Irish accent that had not changed from the day she landed in the Boston Harbor. “It is just that I worry about you, shouldering your dear father’s work, may he rest in peace, while Levi spends far too much time in the harbor taverns, filling his head with stories of the sea. Though I don’t say that he isn’t as loyal a brother to you as one could hope for. It’s just that he’s as much a dreamer as you are a doer. You should be thinking about things besides politics. About finding a fine husband and having little ones of your own, like sweet Katie.”


“Oh Jane, I think that the babies you will see will be Katie’s. I am already an old maid, or haven’t you heard so? In fact there is a new word they have begun to use—spinster, from those ladies whose training at the spinning school have led them to lives of fruitful work when the fates didn’t bring them a pledge of marriage—”


“Nonsense! Do not speak such foolishness in this house. I will not hear it and I will certainly live to see many babies from you over the years!”


Abigail wiggled her long, tapered fingers before Jane’s face to break the conversation. “Are these not the hands of a fine lady, Mrs. Stewart?” she teased, and broke into a broad smile.


“Aye, a lady to be sure, Mistress Peabody,” Jane replied in kind. “Why I do believe that you could sashay into the governor’s house up on the hill with those lily-white hands. I am certain he would be most happy to receive you after having read your latest diatribe against the mother country,” she stated with a sniff, but her eyes twinkled. “Now, my fine lady, if you would honor me by allowing me to aid you with your fine silken gown?”


“The one with the French laced sleeves and bodice, of course?”


“Certainly, for I dare say it is too warm for the flowered brocade,” Jane added with a playfully pretentious air.


With a laugh, Abigail stepped into her homespun dress and Jane began to fasten the backhooks as Abigail stood before the looking glass.


“Did I hear words of silk and brocade gowns?” a smiling Katie called as she edged through the doorway, protectively covering her mound of belly with one hand and carrying one-year-old baby, Sarah, with the other against her shoulder. She rested herself heavily in the rocker chair. By summer’s end, she and Levi would have a new babe.


“We were just sporting, as you could guess,” Abigail spoke to her smiling, sweet sister-in-law. Through the looking glass, Abigail noted that Katie looked paler than usual. Already her delicate blondeness, bright blue eyes, and girl’s pink-cheeked coloring had begun to fade, though Katie was not yet turned seventeen. But she was a good wife to Levi. In the past two years since their marriage, Levi’s green eyes, so much like Abigail’s own, had lost a bit of their wanderlust, though he still spent what pleasure time he had by the wharf where the largest masted vessels brought their cargoes from the farthest ports. Abigail thought of Katie as a sister-in-blood rather than as marrying kin.


“Levi and Nathan have taken our spinning wheels to the Common,” Katie announced, her pale eyes brightening with excitement. “Oh, I do so love the Spinning holiday!” she exclaimed as she rocked the sleeping Sarah in her arms. “I asked Levi to place the wheel ’neath the oak tree where we have agreed to meet Polly Smithers and Elizabeth and Penelope Osborn.” Katie watched as Abigail turned from the looking glass and impatiently shuffled her feet as Mrs. Jane stretched to afix her bonnet to her thick hair that shone crimson in the sunlight streaming through the small bedroom window. It was a shame, thought Katie, that Abigail’s glorious locks had to be tied away from her face for propriety. In the evenings she had often brushed her sister-in-law’s waist-long hair before they retired to bed, although recently, with the babe inside of her, it had become too wearying to raise her arms at length.


“Now, if you’ll place your stockings and shoes on those bare feet, the two of you might still reach the Common before the contest begins,” Jane said. “I did try to hurry her along, Mistress Katie, but I found Abigail tarrying with her hands blackened with ink—”


“I was trying to continue upon my essay—” Abigail started to defend, but then became contrite. How selfish of her. She knew how Katie so anticipated the Spinning Celebration. “I shall hurry, Katie, and we shall arrive in plenty of time for you to win first prize this year that should have been yours, by all rights, last spring!”


“I was honored to have taken second place,” Katie demurred.


“Aye, but if Gwendolyn Corey had not the advantage of such a fine London-made wheel, there is no one in Boston who could have even matched your facility! See, I am wearing the dress and bonnet created by your fine hand.” Abigail preened a bit, for modest Katie’s pleasure. “Do I not look as well as the finest lady?” she asked, her green eyes sparkling.


“Oh yes, sister, you look so very beautiful!”


“Beautiful, I don’t know, but it is a rare pleasure to see your sister-in-law in a frock that is not dull and ink-stained, that much I’ll say,” Jane sniffed. Then she turned from Abigail to give Katie a wink.


Katie watched Abigail quickly roll on her stockings and fix her feet into her fine buckled shoes usually worn for church. Beautiful indeed was Abigail. The soft, green, square-necked dress flattered not only her vivid coloring, but set off her graceful white neck as well. The bonnet likewise framed Abby’s delicate heart-shaped face, large sea-green eyes, and high cheekbones. Ezra’s cruel words of the other evening stung at Katie once more. For Levi’s friend to call Abigail a “cold-blooded old virgin” was more than hard-hearted, even if she were past twenty. But then, Katie remembered that Ezra had tried to court Abigail years before to no avail. They were drunken words, spoken from a spurned suitor, Katie reminded herself. For she could not bear an unkind word about her wonderful Abigail. Without Abigail to see her through the thirty-six-hour torturous birthing of baby Sarah, Katie was convinced that she would have given in to the calling of heaven.


“Let me take the babe,” Jane said as she lifted Sarah from Katie’s arms, bringing Katie back to the moment. “Be sure to fetch the basket with luncheon in the kitchen. Then the two of you be off!” Jane ordered. “And do try to keep Abigail at her wheel, as arduous a task as that might be, if you might, Katie. For knowing this one as we do, we can be certain that she will otherwise manage to be nosying about among the gentlemen busying themselves at their lawn games and whatnot, for more political notions to write in her newspaper.”


Abigail opened her mouth to protest, for surely Jane knew that she would conduct herself as a lady. Instead she broke into rich laughter. Once again, Jane had pronounced the simple truth.




Chapter Two


ABIGAIL FELT MORE LIGHTHEARTED THAN SHE HAD IN some time. The sky, which she seldom had time to gaze at during daylight, was a bright blue with a few puffed white clouds that complemented the yellow sun high in the sky. Abigail glanced about her with an admiring smile. The girls and women, dressed in their prettiest homespun dresses as they sat at their wheels, painted a pretty picture: awash in sky blue, lemon, scarlet, green, dove, and lilac. Homespun dresses and leather working pants for the men were the order of the day, part of the colonial expression of protest against England, as was the boycotting of other English goods besides wool. Even those women who had some fine silk daydresses had packed them into their pine trunks, not to be worn until England ceased to harass its loyal but overburdened colonial subjects.


Of course, the loyalists, most of the richest aristocrats and merchants in Boston, continued to wear their finest silks, velvets, and laces imported from England and drink their Madeira and other imported wines, as they did now, sitting together across the Common under another clump of fine trees. Already neighbor had been turned against neighbor, and Abigail knew that anger against the colonial loyalists grew each day. Thus far it had been expressed in words and barbs, but she feared that unless the Stamp Act was repealed before it was to become effective in November, the anger would ignite sooner than later into explosions with tragic effects. Levi, who sat among the sailors and manual laborers each night in the taverns by the wharf had already reported a growing anger amongst the men without suffrage or means, who listened hard to the words of patriots like James Otis and Sam Adams when they spoke of the rights of Englishmen and the natural rights of men.


Everyone listened, even the Tories—perhaps they most of all, she suspected. Since the winter of ’64 there had been nothing but foreboding talk about the odious Parliamentary acts that would bring further hardships to the colonies, already suffering from hard times since the Treaty of ’63 that ended the French and Indian Wars. For despite the threat of Indian attacks to those who ventured to the frontiers, the war had been a boon to Boston’s merchants and shipbuilders. Then, last April, the worst fears had been realized with the passage of the Sugar Act and the introduction of the vice-admiralty court in Halifax, where innocent merchants and shipowners would be forced to travel to defend themselves against charges of smuggling or failing to declare their full cargo—charges corrupt customs officials could make with apparent impunity since they would be exempt from the jurisdiction of the colonial courts. Moreover, those accused would not have an opportunity to be judged by a jury of their peers since the admiralty courts functioned under the principles of Roman rather than common law. As if there were not already enough hardship and lack of work in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, especially in Boston, now there would be the Stamp Act that would be not a tariff but an illegal tax placed upon the colonists by the Parliament that didn’t represent their interests—


“Abigail,” said Penelope Osborn, who nudged her from her seat at the wheel beside Abigail’s. “Did you hear tell that Mary Carter and Adam Willis bundled, but then Adam reneged until it was said that Mary was with child?” Penelope giggled. “Naturally they have issued a bann announcing their marriage. Did you not print it in Friday’s paper yourself?”


“Yes, I did. However I did not know the circumstances. I wish them the best, as I’m sure you do,” Abigail answered. Penelope was a notorious gossip, as was her mother. Abigail disdained such trivia, but on the other hand, after an hour she was already bored by the spinning which she found tedious. Yet she dared not interrupt Katie, who worked industriously with quiet concentration. Just as Jane had warned, Abigail was ready to rise and wander about. Sitting for too long a time made her disquiet. In fact, the walk from their house and shop, in the bright noonday sun of this pleasing May day, through the twisting streets of town to the green lawns of the vast Common had exhilarated her. Abigail remembered how, as a girl, she would explore the cobblestoned streets of Boston, climb the hills, and inevitably wind up on the quiet marsh by the river. There she would lie in the grass and read or imagine all sorts of adventures, the cool breeze of the river blowing through her hair as she would remove her cap with little fear of being discovered. For it was only her brother Levi who knew of her hiding place. And thank the Good Lord that Levi did. For it was Levi who had saved her almost five years before. But she would not think about that terrifying afternoon and all the horrific events that ensued because of it.


“Mistress Abigail.” Again a nudge, this time from the small hand of Nathan Smith, brought her back. “May I have a piece of meat? I am so hungry,” Nathan asked as politely as his hunger would allow.


“Certainly, Nathan,” she said and smiled at the orphan boy they had taken into their home as an apprentice only months before her father died. “Allow me to prepare it for you,” she offered, as much to help the ten-year-old, black-eyed boy who was like a young brother to her as to have a reason to stretch. “Are you thirsty as well, Nathan?” she inquired, and smiled as he nodded. “Then come sit upon the blanket and eat and drink,” she said as she rose and tousled his thick dark hair. “Katie, would you care to stop for a moment and eat or drink?” Abigail asked, already knowing that Katie, intent on her work, would decline.


“Thank you, sister, but no,” Katie replied with a quick smile, and returned her eyes to her work.


Abigail fixed the boy a plate of dried beef and boiled yams. She herself felt little hunger yet. Then she returned to her wheel.


“Did you hear tell that Sir Bentley Blackburn was appointed to the vice-admiralty court in Halifax?” Penelope continued as soon as Abigail was seated. “My father says good riddance to him! But he heard tell that Jeremy Blackburn has returned from London—” Penelope’s brown eyes widened, “Oh, I am so terribly sorry, Abigail. It has been so long—I mean I’d quite forgotten—I truly didn’t mean,” she continued to fluster.


“Pay it no mind, Penelope,” Abigail tried to assure the girl who was sincerely distraught. Abigail was determined that her countenance would not give away the disquietude she felt at hearing Jeremy’s name. Abigail had assumed that he was in London to stay. Why had Jeremy returned to Boston? She could not bring herself to ask, for her hands on the wheel shook too hard for her to rely upon the power of an even voice.


When she met Penelope’s face again she saw that the girl had turned ashen. “Penelope, truly, it is no offense—”


“I certainly hope not, because Jeremy Blackburn is walking our way with Mistress Belinda Wattington, in her fine silk gown, on his arm. I say it is much nerve for the Tories to show forth their face at this Spinning Celebration that stands for all they so disdain in Boston,” she whispered.


“I doubt muchly that Mr. Blackburn will actually approach us,” Abigail whispered back, forcing herself to refrain from looking in the direction of Penelope’s vision. Curiously, Penelope returned her eyes to her spinning and was mute.


“Good afternoon, Mistress Peabody,” the unmistakable voice spoke, producing quivers up her spine despite the warmth of the afternoon.


Abigail turned her face to his direction and forced her hands to continue their work on the wheel. “Good afternoon, Mr. Blackburn,” Abigail answered with all the formality she could summon, for the first time grateful for the demands of the spinning wheel upon her feet that were moving more swiftly than they had all afternoon. She hoped that her smile was polite but did not betray the tremors that continued to course through her.


He offered his hand which propriety forced her to accept. The touch of his flesh burned her and she feared that her own was moist from nervousness. Nevertheless, Jeremy held her hand in his own for a moment longer than fashion dictated, until he pulled his away with a deft motion of raising it to his brow and brushing away some unseen particle. Abigail’s lips began to quiver so apparently that they moved her to conversation she hadn’t intended to make. “You are looking well, Mr. Blackburn. Obviously London has been most hospitable to you these past years.” She did her best to merely skim his face rather than to look into his eyes while he deemed not to reply to her comment.


Her first perusal proclaimed it the same face of the man she had loved so deeply five years before, but a face made stronger and more manly with the deepening lines around his mouth and the furrow of his forehead. At thirty-one he had reached his prime, and she would have noticed him as a fine, aristocratic gentleman had she never laid eyes on him before. Finally she found the courage to look him directly in the eye. Her stomach lurched. For the man who stared back at her with a steely, cold gaze was not the Jeremy she had known and had secretly dreamed of these past five years. The man who stood before her, his golden-brown eyes darkened with contempt, could have been Damon, his twin, risen from the dead. Abigail’s head began to spin. Quickly she turned away, under the pretext of adjusting the flax on her wheel. With a peripheral glance, she noted that he had turned his back to her and seemed to be searching the small groups across the Common. That was when it occurred to her for the first time that Belinda, daughter of Lord Wattington, himself a member of the Royal Governor’s council, as Sir Bentley Blackburn was, was not at his side. Abigail followed Jeremy’s gaze until she too spotted pretty Belinda, in her scarlet silken daydress, many yards away, obviously chatting with the Rivington sisters, whose father was a colonial official partial to the Crown.


Jeremy turned back to Abigail, apparently satisfied. “I apologize, but I did want to be certain that Lady Wattington was happily preoccupied. We are about to announce our engagement,” he said with a smile she knew was meant to knife her—and it did, though she hoped her face showed no reflection of her heart.


“I had heard you were betrothed to a fine lady in London a year or so ago. I presume that you did not marry after all.”


“No, I didn’t,” he answered curtly, his proprietary smile vanishing for a moment. “I have just returned this past Thursday, Mistress Peabody, so time has not allowed me to pay a proper courtesy call to your father, Goodman Peabody,” he stated respectfully, although his eyes once again spoke to the contrary, gleaming more coldly than she’d believed possible.


Abigail quickly remembered the close relationship Jeremy had shared with her father when she was still a young girl. But before she could reply he continued, “You see, I have been appointed by the Crown to review the colonial papers for libelous and seditious material, and I have been apprised that the Boston Word should be summarily reviewed. So I will stop by on Monday morn and make an appointment with your father to discuss the matter.”


So he didn’t know, Abigail realized. She forced herself to speak with a quiet dignity, holding back the tears that might be interpreted as a plea for compassion she did not want from this man who was now truly a stranger to her. “I’m afraid that you will have to take up your discord with me, then. For my father died in a fire two winters ago last.”


For a moment the frost that filled his eyes and froze her, melted, and she watched them turn the golden brown she remembered, watched them soften with genuine surprise and what she read as true sadness. In that moment, he was the Jeremy she had loved, the sensitive, gentle, and caring man, as different from his identical twin, Damon, who was all cunning and evil, as two beings could be.


“I am truly sorry, Abigail,” he said softly. “I did not know.”


His kind words and warm eyes brought the sorrow to her afresh, and although she tried with all her might to blink back the tears, her eyes filled and blurred her vision until he was awash of color in his blue velvet coat and silken shirt. She swallowed hard and when she saw him clearly again, the Jeremy who had reappeared for a moment was as dead and buried as his brother, Damon.


“I too know what it is like to have lost a loved one,” he said with a bitter note in his voice second only to the scorching bitterness in his eyes.


“Aye . . . I know that.”


“Who better than you should know?” he replied with a sardonic grin that pierced her as it had five years before when she listened to his accusations in silent shock. “In any case,” he continued, “I shall have to then arrange an appointment with your brother, Levi, I presume, which is all the more to my liking.” He chuckled malevolently.


So that was it! A bitterness struck her heart and darkened her green eyes to the color of a stormy sea. He intended to seek the revenge he still believed was his due against Levi. That was why her paper, the smallest in Boston, would be the first to fall under Royal attack.


“Your business, I believe, is solely with me, Mr. Blackburn,” she said, anger leveling her voice and giving it resonance for the first time since they had begun to speak. “Levi is master printer, but it is I who write the words. I am the legal and rightful publisher of the Boston Word, sir. So should you label the truth I print as libelous, you will have to refer your complaints to me alone.”


“Libelous and seditious,” he answered shortly, seemingly taken aback but quickly recovering. “But far be it for me to spoil your Saturday Spinning Celebration with such matters. Then Monday morning at half-past the hour of nine would meet with your approval?”


“That will be fine, sir.”


“Good, then . . .” He glanced again to Belinda Wattington, who now stood staring at them, hands on hip and face set in obvious annoyance. “I believe my lady awaits me, Mistress Peabody. Good day.” He bowed, but even his bow was ripe with sarcasm. Then he turned on his heels and strode away.


Abigail watched him, barely noting the blue of his fine velvet coat and the ruffle of lace flowing from his wrists, or the tight satin breeches and sashed garters above his stockinged calves that strode quickly away from her. For in her mind’s eye she saw his face—his thick, gold-flecked chestnut hair, broad forehead, and straight brow that framed his russet eyes, dark with mistrust and anger. The eyes that had once filled her with such happiness as they shone golden and full of tenderness. She saw his full mouth tightened into a thin smile that was belied by the pulsating muscle at his jaw. The mouth that but once she had kissed, the chin whose cleft her fingers had timidly traced, but once. Just once and yet forever in her dreams. Now his presence evoked a quivering inside that felt like fear but which she sensed was different, although she couldn’t name it.


Five years before, she, shy of sixteen but a most proper age to be courted and wed, and Jeremy, already a fine man at twenty-five, had spoken of vows of love. Jeremy had been the man she intended to love and honor as she had loved and honored none but her father—until that afternoon in her hiding place at the river. There, her girlish dreams had died, as did Damon, two nights later.


Now, Jeremy Blackburn had returned to Boston and all the memories, all the shame and horror washed over her anew. Jeremy had returned, perhaps more her enemy than when he’d left. But she feared more for Levi than herself. Better Jeremy should seek his imagined retribution by attacking her through the legal weapons of the Crown. That she would handle, somehow. But if he and Levi were to confront one another with their shared and festering hatred, the consequences might be too dire to contemplate with less than terror.


*  *  *


“Abigail . . . Damn you, Abigail!” Jeremy swore beneath his breath as he strode in Belinda’s direction. For years her face had haunted his dreams. How many ladies had lain in his arms, their bodies bursting with ripe passion, while he tried to vanquish her face, her voice, her silken thick crimson hair from his memory? And he had, or so he had thought. For his love had been a conjured vision of a girl as pure and innocent as her beauty was arousing—but that had been no more than the spell she had cast over him. For Damon had proved her otherwise. Damon had sworn to it upon the Holy Bible.


Even then, Jeremy had accused his twin of blasphemy, finally forcing Damon to crush him with all the weight of the hideous truth until Jeremy could no longer clutch at his brother’s throat. Until he could no longer fight back the tears that wracked his broad frame as he listened to Damon prove to him that all he had believed was lie and pretense. For had Abigail not lain with Damon the many times he claimed, how could Damon know of the small, heart-shaped birth-spot beneath her round white breast? How could he have even spoken of how Abigail would run her tapered finger down the cleft of his chin and sigh with pleasure, as she had done but once with Jeremy himself, that one moment he had never spoken of to Damon?


Damon had met Abigail repeatedly at their secret lovemaking spot beneath the oak tree by the river. The same spot she had so innocently brought him to but once, and where he was to have met her that same afternoon until she apparently decided that she preferred to spend those hours with Damon in wanton lovemaking rather than with himself in pretended chastity and innocence.


So Damon had met her. But this time there was to be no joining of the flesh. Damon had told her that since Jeremy had announced their impending marriage in secret to him, that he could allow the deception to continue no further. If Abigail were to break off her intended marriage to his brother, Damon would allow her to preserve her pretense of virginity and spare her the shame of exposure. Otherwise, he would be forced to tell his brother the truth, as hurtful to both of them as that would be.


At this ultimatum, Damon said, her green eyes grew as evil as the devil’s brew and she leaped upon him like a wildcat, ripping at Damon’s eyes. This is how Levi came upon them. Levi pulled her off of him with labored difficulty.


Then the brother and sister concocted their tale in a vain attempt to save her from the shame she’d reaped upon herself and to keep Jeremy within her web.


“I will have my fine, rich husband and live in that glorious house! I shall be a lady and you will not stop me, Damon Blackburn!” she had sworn, as Damon recounted. Even now, these words repeated in Jeremy’s head, burning his brain as they had the first time he had heard them.


Two nights after Jeremy lost his heart and soul, he lost his flesh and blood, his best friend, his twin, Damon—by Levi Peabody’s hand. The venal colonial jury had proclaimed Levi innocent.


Jeremy had told himself that he had reluctantly returned to Boston upon his father’s bidding. But from the moment he set eyes upon Abigail he knew the truth. He would have her once, then discard her. He would see to it that her paper was closed by order of the Royal Council. And Levi. After he took Levi’s sister and made sure that Levi learned of it, he would avenge his brother’s murder. The time for retribution had been delayed far too long.


Jeremy laughed as he approached Belinda, his future wife. He had almost allowed himself to be taken in by the tears that had filled Abigail’s eyes. But she could fool him no more.




Chapter Three


JOHN DAVIS, THE SMITHY, ARRIVED BACK FROM New York today,” Levi said, then forked another bite of his giblet pie, relishing his Saturday dinner. Baby Sarah lay between Katie and himself in the crib he had built for her. Nathan sat on Katie’s other side and ate with the speed of a boy readying to grow into a man. Levi looked from Abigail, whose keen eyes waited for him to finish chewing and tell her what he had learned, to Jane, who then rose to ready the next bowl of food. “He told us that folks there are as outraged as here. He heard tell that Virginia’s House of Burgesses was already meeting and intended to tell King ‘Georgie Three’ and the Parliament that taxation without representation denies us our rights as Englishmen. John inquired as to whether we would shut down the newspaper in protest, or whether the cost of the stamped paper after November would be our damnation—”


“And you answered nay to both inquiries I may rest assured?” Abigail interjected, her green eyes bright with indignation.


“Aye, I did. Though the truth be that I don’t know how we’ll manage to meet the cost of the stamps, especially with the restraint on bills of tender since last fall. We will have to pay the tax in gold or silver, and unless you’ve hidden a cache somewhere in this house—”


“I do not wish to hear of it, Levi. The Stamp Act will be repealed, for Parliament will be forced to recognize that they do not have the power to tax us internally. William Pitt and Isaac Barre have stated such themselves in Parliament, have they not? For these wise and just English gentlemen know that they cannot bleed these loyal colonies to the bone and expect us to accept tyranny on humbled knees, which is more than our esteemed Governor Bernard and Lieutenant Governor ‘Stingy Tommy’ Hutchinson can say for themselves.”


“I’ll drink to that,” Levi said, and raised his glass of ale in a toast. “You know of the town meeting to be called next week on the second of June. I expect we’ll be hearing some fine talk from the likes of James Otis and Sam Adams.”


“Humph,” Jane growled and began to clear the cobalt blue stoneware plates. She set down the steaming gravy soup and chicken. “Talk is facile. But will talk feed the stomachs of those who are in need of charity? To me it appears that there’s much talk and all that occurs is that times grow harder and the Mother Country grows more greedy.” She ladled the gravy atop Abigail’s chicken and greens. “You hardly touched your giblets, missy. Eat up.”


“I’ve been talking with some men in the taverns, Jane. They are more than angry and unwilling to sit on their breeches like chastised children for much longer, believe you me. There will be more than talk soon.” Levi’s eyes shone with some secret knowledge deeper than what he had stated.


Katie looked from brother to sister. Her husband was five and twenty, but looked no older than his sister, perhaps because of the freckles that crossed his turned-up nose. With so light a beard he might look almost girlish were it not for his thin-lipped wide mouth, the mouth of his father. But it was the glint in Levi’s sea-green eyes which she sometimes glimpsed, as she did now, that frightened Katie in a way she did not comprehend. Yet she knew that Levi’s passion for the latest news from England or from the other colonies, which he learned from seamen and travelers in the taverns, was different from Abigail’s. It was connected to his less frequent dreams of adventure on the high seas, although she knew he tried to harness this sense of restlessness for her sake.


Katie had known Levi since she had been a girl of ten, but she would never comprehend this aspect of his soul. She had addressed her concern to Abigail forthrightly, but Abigail did not share her concern. Of course, Levi inhabited a special place in Abigail’s heart. Abigail, usually so keen-sighted, could see not the slightest shortcoming in her brother. The events five or six years before, which Katie knew little of in specific detail, had tied sister and brother uncommonly close, even before the death of their dear father. Katie had never requested full disclosure nor had it been offered, so she had kept her peace about the matter, though it puzzled her from time to time as it did tonight.


Levi caught the eye of his wife, and once again her tender beauty moved him. He recognized the almost hidden, troubled look in her eyes and knew that it was he who had engendered it. Resting his spoon and fork, Levi reached across the table and patted the small, white hand of his wife. Embarrassed by his public act of affection, he looked down into baby Sarah’s cradle. As if she knew it was her father watching her, she opened her big blue eyes and smiled at him. Smiling back proudly, he realized again that the talk he was recounting from the men at the tavern was right. For he had a wife and family to provide for as did the others. If their rights as Englishmen weren’t upheld, then by God, they would be forced to seize them as proud men. But this was not discussion for the womenfolks’ ears. And furthermore, he as well as the others who were weary of those who called themselves citizens of the colony but lived as if they were royalty in London. They would see their comeuppance sooner than they might dream—


“Levi,” Jane asked, “would you like more chicken before I bring out the pie?”


“No, sweet Lady Jane,” he called her, his favorite name when he was in a funning mood. “Is the pie my favorite butter apple?”


“Aye. I made it in honor of Katie’s second-prize award today!”


Levi beamed at his wife. “Can you imagine one so small in size and large with child winning for the second year!” he proudly declared.


Abigail smiled at her sister-in-law and then at Levi, but her mind was on other matters. She had been considering how to arrange things so that Levi would not be at the shop when Jeremy arrived Monday morning. She toyed with her potatoes but didn’t have the heart to eat.


“What’s wrong, sister?” Levi asked, noticing that Abigail’s plate was full when she, such a hearty eater for one so slender, should be reaching for seconds. “You have hardly eaten.”


“Do you have a pain in your stomach again, Abigail?” Jane asked, her brow knit with concern.


Abigail forced a smile and a bite of chicken down. “No. I am fine. Just tired and preoccupied. I must finish my essay tonight, what with church tomorrow.”


“Spinning always puts Abigail in a cross mood,” Nathan added and took a large spoonful of pie into his mouth.


“Are you a wee bit jealous that Katie won second prize while you did not finish your cloth again this year?” Levi asked, teasing.


“That’s a terrible thing to suggest, Levi!” Abigail’s flare of genuine anger when he had only been teasing surprised them all. “You know that I am the one who states that by all rights first place should have been dear Katie’s again.”


“Abigail,” Katie said softly. “Do not let him tease you to anger. For I above all know how happy you were for me. I think something else clutches at your mind. Perhaps your essay.”


“Yes,” Abigail quickly agreed, as surprised by her unprovoked burst of temper as the others. “I do apologize for speaking so rudely.” She looked at her brother’s forgiving grin and smiled in gratitude. “Levi, I am also preoccupied with all that we need done on Monday morn. I had neglected to inform you that both Goodman Manning, the cobbler, and Goodwife Greene, the baker’s wife, wish to place advertisements in next week’s paper. And I promised you would cross to Cambridge to see them early Monday. Can you see to that?”


“Most assuredly, sister. I always enjoy the ride across the river and my old nag could use some air and exercise. I shall be happy to see to it first thing Monday.”


“Good, then.” Lying was so difficult for Abigail that she felt impelled to remove herself from the table and retreat to her upstairs dormer bedroom, despite the fact that the evening had turned cool enough for need of the toasty fire blazing in the kitchen hearth. In truth, she had not specified when Levi would visit the merchants, so they should not be surprised by his early arrival. “If I might excuse myself from the table, I do feel a bit peaked . . .”


“And I think you are a mite pale,” Katie said with concern.


“And I should be starting for the tavern if I am to meet Thomas and Charles,” Levi spoke. “I shall eat Abby’s untouched pie tomorrow unless she creeps down in the night to devour it!”


*  *  *


At last alone in her bedroom, Abigail sat at her desk and began to write in the flickering candlelight. This nightly routine of reviewing her attitudes, successes, and shortcomings had been imbued in her since she first held a quill. As her father had, she faithfully spoke to herself and with herself in her diaries. But tonight she could not find the words she sought, for so many feelings fought one another for her attention. Instead of words she viewed the image of Jeremy’s face. First, she would conjure his face brimming with love, but then, as if in a frightful dream, his face would remold itself. His full, captivating mouth would curl tightly into a sneer. His golden sun-flecked eyes would darken and narrow with cold contempt until she could bear the image no more.
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