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			For Ilona, now and always

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A man in a blue coat crossed the common, and Deborah craned her neck to glance through the window. No, not the recruiter; no need to worry. She turned back to her weaving; the broad room on the ground floor of Sproat Tavern was empty and silent. Another row of fabric emerged as she worked her shuttle through the wool.

			With a rush of air, the front door of the tavern opened—from her workbench Deborah could just see that corner of the public room—and, pushing back her hood, Deborah’s friend Jennie bustled in. Deborah gave her a little wave, then swept her gaze across the common once more: a pair of men, neither in a blue coat.

			“Which man has caught your eye?” Jennie asked.

			“You know me better than that.” Deborah reached below her bench and handed Jennie a small bundle. “Thank you for letting me use these.” Neatly covered with an old apron, the bundle contained a set of men’s clothes, borrowed—without their owner’s knowledge, of course—from young Master Leonard, son of the family Jennie served.

			“Will you tell me now what is afoot? You’ve kept me curious for days,” said Jennie.

			“Sit close, then.” They settled side by side on the loom’s bench, and Deborah absentmindedly stepped on the treadles and passed her shuttle through as she whispered in Jennie’s ear. “Last night, the quartermaster brought a recruiting agent to town, to Israel Wood’s public room. I used those clothes and enlisted myself.”

			Jennie jolted back, making the bench squeak. “You did not!”

			“I did. Jennie, the town is offering twenty pounds. That’s far more than I’ll make from years of weaving. And I’ve sat at this bench, or in service to a family, through seven years of this war, dreaming of leaving this town. This may well be my last chance.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me your plans, Deborah?”

			Deborah paused in her weaving. “I didn’t want you to get into any trouble on my account. And I didn’t want you to disapprove. Since we were little, you’ve been the more cautious. . . .”

			“Levelheaded, you mean, and reasonable,” Jennie chided.

			“Fair enough.” Deborah leaned against her friend’s shoulder. “You are prudent and wise, then. And you would have tried to talk me out of it.”

			“Twenty pounds. What will you do with it?”

			“Buy myself my own set of clothes, for one,” Deborah said, with a meaningful glance at the bundle on Jennie’s lap.

			“Whatever for?”

			“I intend to get away.”

			“But, Deborah, you cannot mean to—”

			“I can. I will. I just don’t wish to be seen by the recruiter before then. Hopefully he won’t frequent this public room.” She turned from her weaving to grip her friend’s wrist, as if she might squeeze some certainty into her. “Just imagine what it will feel like to walk away.”

			“Is Middleborough so bad?”

			Deborah heard the sadness in her friend’s voice. “What is here for me? I’m twenty-two, and I have naught to offer, naught to gain.”

			“You’re free of indenture. That’s more than I can say. And you have your weaving. That is a fair trade.”

			“It is. I have work enough to wear my fingers to the bone and make me go cockeyed.” Deborah crossed her eyes grotesquely and Jennie laughed. “I’ll be a hunched crone before you know it. No. I mean to get out.”

			“But, Deborah . . . there’s marriage and family to think of, not to mention—”

			“Marriage? For you, perhaps. But carry on: list for me those men interested in the hand of Deborah Samson. I daresay there’s nary a one. Or if there is one, he’s lazy, and a drunkard to boot, and will expect me to weave to support him. There is a world out there, Jennie, beyond weaving, beyond housework . . .”

			“Not to mention,” Jennie said, plowing ahead, “how you intend to go about as a man, let alone a soldier. That scarcely seems possible.”

			“You should have seen the likes that were enlisting. Half-starved apprentices and stripling sixth sons. Why, I could have wrestled the lot of them and had them pinned in a trice.”

			Jennie gave a smile. “I don’t doubt that.”

			“You see? That’s why no man would want me.”

			“Never mind that. Tell me. What was it like?”

			“A wonder. I felt . . . like I could go anywhere. No one to chide me, to herd me back to my proper sphere. I might have done anything I felt like and no one would have said a word against me. Wouldn’t that have been a welcome change.”

			Another gust of cold air rushed in, and Deborah bent to her weaving, in case the wind heralded the arrival of Ezekiel, the woolens merchant who had engaged her services this spring. Standing, Jennie put on her cloak and hugged the bundle of clothing to her chest. “I should be off. Mrs. Leonard will be wondering where I am. Will you come by tonight and tell me more?”

			“I will try. Thank you so much, Jennie. I hope I didn’t cause you any trouble with the master’s clothes.”

			“None at all. He did gripe about misplaced shoes. But the shirt was buried at the bottom of the young master’s trunk. . . .” Jennie fell silent as a voice from the tavern intruded.

			“Deborah Samson? Why, yes. She is weaving on our loom.”

			Both women turned as the serving girl led in two men. One, wearing an old-style horsehair wig, Deborah recognized as Israel Wood, the lawyer whose rooms were used by the recruiting agent the previous night. Deborah rose as Mr. Wood’s eyes flicked between her and Jennie. “Miss Samson?”

			“Yes, sir?” Deborah said.

			He nodded and turned to Jennie. “And you are?”

			“Jennie Newcomb. I serve the Leonards. . . .”

			“Best you go serve them, then, and not idle about in a tavern.”

			“Yes, sir.” She curtsied, casting her eyes demurely to the floor. Deborah tried to catch her gaze, wishing her friend could stay, but Jennie dashed out the door, leaving Deborah standing stock-still, feeling like a cow that has been clouted over the head before slaughter, her legs weak beneath her.

			“Miss Samson,” Mr. Wood said once Jennie had departed. “Let me see your hand.”

			“Sir, I . . .” Panic pinched her voice higher, and she had reason enough to think this a good thing, for she sounded less like the man she had impersonated the night before.

			“Your hand.”

			She lifted her right hand slowly.

			“Your left hand. The one you write with, Miss Samson.” He grabbed her arm, took her forefinger—the one marked by a long scar—and pushed at it, trying to bend it toward her palm. It would not move. “Just as Mrs. Holbrook said. She noted your finger wouldn’t bend when you signed the recruitment papers last night.”

			“Sir, I don’t understand,” said Deborah. She knew Mrs. Holbrook, but she hadn’t seen the woman last night. It was as though she were a candlewick being dipped into tallow, such a cloying heat rose through her—fear, shame, anger.

			Israel Wood narrowed his eyes. “I won’t stand here to explain. I will take a deposition in my office. You’d do well to bring the bounty with you. It is best, I think, if we accompany you so you don’t lose your way.”

			The sarcasm in his voice bedeviled her as she fetched her shawl and purse, but she could do nothing except obey. Out on Middleborough’s streets, she trailed Mr. Wood by a pace, as around them shops were bustling: merchants loaded carts bound for Boston or unloaded goods brought in from New Bedford. Those ports were so close—and Rhode Island just thirty miles distant. The whole world was near about her, if only she could get away.

			Mr. Wood’s clerk opened the door to the public room alongside the lawyer’s office, releasing a stale odor that clashed with the muddy, tumbled scents of spring. “After you, miss,” the clerk said, and Deborah, ignoring the disdain in his voice, edged past. The low ceiling pressed a hush on the indifferent room—no line of young men, none of the rowdy excitement she had experienced the previous evening. At the far end, an old woman was spinning thread by the fire, accompanied by two girls carding wool. The three of them sang a little song that Deborah knew well—“With a high down Derry-o! Derry-o!”—the sort of tune to keep one’s mind active during the monotony of carding or weaving. She crossed the public room to Israel Wood’s office, and the singing evaporated as Deborah met the old woman’s eyes. It was Mrs. Holbrook, with whom she had worked on many occasions; a woman familiar with Deborah’s face, her hands, the peculiar way she held a distaff or a quill. How had Deborah not seen her yesterday? And even as she reined in her fear and anger, she salted away this lesson: how hard it was to fully disguise oneself, especially in a place where one is known, and how giddiness at her initial success had made her unaware of a crucial person’s presence. Being disguised could make one blind. She would remember this, and next time—she tried to reassure herself that there would be a next time—she’d be on her guard.

			The clerk had set up his ledger, and Mr. Wood stood by him to commence his questioning. “This is an official inquiry; a report will be given to Justice Nelson when he returns from Boston in the coming week. Do you understand?”

			She nodded, eyes downcast.

			“Are you Deborah Samson?”

			“Yes, sir.” She studied the floorboards. What could she say? What would the justice want from her?

			“Place of residence?”

			“I reside where I weave, sir; of late at Sproat Tavern.”

			“You have no permanent home? Where is your family?”

			“I have not resided with my family since I was five and sent to foster with the Widow Thacher until her death.” The clerk scribbled all this down.

			“Weren’t you servant to the Thomas family for many years? I didn’t realize you’d ended your term and not married. Now, to the matter at hand. Did you don men’s clothing and attempt to join the army in these premises yesterday?”

			There was no way out except to confess. But she wouldn’t give them the whole truth. “It was a lark,” she said, the words bitter in her mouth.

			“A lark, eh?”

			“Aye. Here’s the bounty.” She presented the purse. As Israel Wood counted the money, she ran her right hand over her left forefinger, feeling the scabby ridge. She’d been chopping kindling in the yard with one of the Thomas boys, years ago. His ax had stuck in a knot, and she had gone to help him. When he yanked the blade loose, it sliced deep into her finger, almost to the bone. It served her right for trying to do a man’s job, Mr. Thomas had said when he learned of the injury. But that had occurred so long ago that she felt the scar not as a mark upon her but as a part of her, essential as the finger itself; she had not thought it a distinguishing feature.

			Mr. Wood returned the money to the bag. “It is entire. That’s well for you.” He placed the purse on the table. “Lark or no, the statutes of the Commonwealth forbid a woman to dress as a man, and I will bring this case of deception and fraud to the justice upon his return. Until then, I advise you to mind your virtue and keep close on this. It is not good for a woman to be masterless. It leads to dangerous and misguided behavior.”

			“Misguided indeed,” came a woman’s voice from behind Mr. Wood. Mrs. Holbrook had risen from her seat at the wheel and crossed the room to stand near the lawyer. “Do you know, sir, that this woman has been on her own for over a year, with no one to watch her?”

			Israel Wood’s brows converged as he frowned at the older woman. “This is not your matter, mistress.” He turned to Deborah. “Why did you not stay on with Mr. Thomas?”

			Deborah drew herself up to her full height, pleased to see that she topped the lawyer by an inch or two and could look down on the crooked part in his wig. “My term of service ended. I owe him no more of my labor, and I can find my own way in the world.”

			Mrs. Holbrook plucked at the lawyer’s sleeve. “She left the church, too. Quite a scandal. And that young girl, there”—she pointed to the hearthside—“the one now at the wheel: she was under the tutelage of this Deborah, learning to weave. But, oh, when her parents discovered that Deborah had loosed her bonds and left the flock, they stopped that tutoring, now, didn’t they?”

			Deborah stared at the woman, aghast. She had never known Mrs. Holbrook held such venom against her.

			“Is this true, Miss Samson? Did you leave the church?” Mr. Wood asked. His clerk’s quill scratched across the page, recording this as part of the evidence against her.

			“I joined the Baptist worship. There are many fine families of this town in the congregation.” She had done so as soon as her indenture to the Thomas family ended. The Baptists gave women a voice in church matters, and all sat together equally on benches, not like the divided seating in the Congregationalist meetinghouse, where the rich were separated from the poor. No, Mr. Thomas had not liked Deborah’s leaving his family or his congregation, but she did so despite his disapproval.

			“Few will hire a woman of such ill repute,” Mrs. Holbrook continued, but Mr. Wood waved a hand at her.

			“Enough, mistress. There are charges leveled against Miss Samson, and she will have to answer for them.”

			Deborah glowered once more at Mrs. Holbrook and then faced Mr. Wood on the verge of offering a word in defense, of pleading that she had wanted to join out of patriotism. But that, as Widow Thacher had liked to say, would be mending the coop after the fox had come visiting.

			Mr. Wood’s lips curled in grim displeasure, and his horsehair wig straggled low over one eyebrow. “Make yourself small about town, Miss Samson. I would not think the recruiter pleased to see you.”

			Deborah gave a scant curtsy and left, not wanting to view Mrs. Holbrook’s gloating face. Was it not enough that women must be servants to men, drudges of the hearth and cradle and wheel? Must they also imprison each other through rumor and reputation? This was yet one more reason that she wished she could flee this town. Closing the door with a good measure of violence, Deborah hurried back to Sproat Tavern. What now? No bounty, charges soon to be brought against her, and Mrs. Holbrook doubtless already spreading vile gossip about town. May the old hag lose every tooth in her jaw. Deborah had wanted freedom, but she had brought down a host of trouble instead.

			Two crows scrackled by a stable as Deborah walked past the common. Two for luck, she told herself, and she clung to that hope as she pulled open the door to Sproat Tavern. Back in 1775, Mr. Sproat had put out a sign—“Entertainment for All Sons of Liberty.” Liberty; a good word, that. She could recall, even before that sign hung, the news racing like wildfire from Boston—how the British had closed the port after the colonists had defied the tea tax. She and Jennie shirked their chores to linger outside the parish hall, waiting to hear the words of Middleborough’s council: the town would send twenty barrels of flour in aid of the beleaguered Bostonians. She and Jennie had whooped along with the rest, then hurried home, arguing about how the whole matter would end, both of them bursting with pride that their town supported the Bostonians’ defiance.

			And then, in 1776, Colonel Sproat, the tavern keeper’s son and head of Middleborough’s militia, had stood on the front stoop of this very tavern and read aloud the Declaration of Independence. She’d been taking care of the Thomas boys, the youngest held in her arms, another clinging to her skirts, so she could not join in the stamping and cheering as she wished to. Nor could she join in when the colonel led off the first wave of Middleborough’s minutemen; she and Jennie could only stand on the roadside, kerchiefs in hand, two faces amid a flock of women. She couldn’t know what the others felt then—sorrow, fear, doubt—but she knew what she felt, and it coursed through her now, six years later, as Washington sent out a call for troops that few had answered: she wanted desperately to go. To join up, yes, and serve—but more: to get away, to be free.

			She thought again of the young men who also signed on the previous night, how the recruiter must be scraping the barrel’s bottom if he accepted those scrawny lads. Not to mention the bounty: the town had to offer such generous money just to sign on these pitiful specimens! And though she would have liked the bounty, she’d go willingly without, just for the chance to leave behind the loom and the wheel and the tedium of her life, the endless years she saw unraveling before her.

			Inside Sproat Tavern, Deborah found the Widow Wells weaving at the smaller loom, and the old woman offered a brief greeting. Settling at her own bench, Deborah wove automatically, the rows beneath her fingers growing, turning from twists of thread into a coherent whole. Usually weaving soothed her, but this afternoon her mind churned through the event of her enlistment the previous day. No one had known her. Why, she had even encountered Reverend Sayles, minister at the Congregationalist church, and almost dropped him a curtsy out of habit; but he had merely nodded his head at her, murmured a good-day, and walked on. How wonderful to tread the world anonymously, without the past lurking, with no one waiting to scold her. And now, well, the justice would hear the case, and old hens would listen, and she would be shamed back into serving a household, put under the careful watch of a master until she could be fastened to a husband and brought to heel.

			Light slanted through the windows, and the room grew dim about her; Deborah fetched a taper from the tavern’s public room and lit the lamps. “Supper and bed for me, then,” said the Widow Wells, rising from her loom. Deborah stretched her aching hands and shoulders. She’d have her supper, too, and then go to see Jennie. It would be good to disburden herself of some of the anxiety she had felt since visiting Mr. Wood’s office.

			“Deborah?” Beth, who cooked and cleaned at the tavern, peered around the doorframe into the room. “Mary’s taken ill. Could you serve this evening?”

			“Mary’s always taking ill. Particularly when her Daniel is likely to be in town.”

			Beth wrinkled her nose. “That may be. But she’s a good girl, and as you’re here and able . . .”

			“Yes, then, I’ll serve.” And serve, and serve. She’d never be the good girl, never be the one courted. Always she’d be Deborah the capable, the not-quite-pleasant but at least reliable Deborah.

			Men began to drift into the tavern, their day’s work done. Deborah settled Widow Wells down with her supper and then ferried food and drink to the men. They stood about, ignoring her unless they wanted something, and she caught snatches of their conversation.

			“. . . Nemasket’s running high for April . . .”

			“He came down from Boston today . . .”

			“. . . what they say. But that price is bound to fall.”

			She wished she could merely resent them. But instead she envied them—the consequence of their speech, the way they conveyed importance, purpose. She was just a drudge, fetching and serving, as she had been in the Thomas household, where she’d cleaned and washed, tended fowl, and milked cows. Only yesterday, she had thought she might be among these men. No, she’d never be rich like Mr. Thomas, with servants of her own, but to be a tradesman or a farmer, to own land and a house, to be free in this sense—that was all she longed for. A bitter taste rose in her mouth as she delivered drafts of cider to three apprentices.

			Full dark, and the tavern began to empty. She put a log on the fire and made her way through the remaining patrons: two old men enjoying a last pipe, and a younger man finishing his beer. She just might have time to visit Jennie. But a burst of night air, frostbitten already, heralded a new arrival, who untied his cloak and held it forth for Deborah.

			“A room for the night,” he said imperiously.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And greetings to you, Deborah.” Stepping into the meek light of the fire, he handed her his hat, and she saw it was Ezekiel, the woolens merchant. She knew him well, for not only did he often hire her services as a weaver, but he was also a Baptist and joined her congregation when his business brought him to Middleborough. “Some supper, too.”

			She laid his cloak in a chamber and brought him bread and stew. “Are you just arrived then, Brother Ezekiel?” She used the familial to remind him that according to the doctrine of their church, in God’s eyes they were equal, even though she was serving him tonight.

			He raised a spoonful of stew and blew on it. “I’ve been here long enough to learn the news.” He turned his face to her, his eyebrows lifted. “Cavorting with soldiers? The Elders will have you out of the church for certain, Sister.”

			“Rumors . . .” she began, but stopped, clenching her jaw until her teeth squeaked. It would be wrong to lie, worse to tell the truth. She turned from Ezekiel to fetch his draft of cider. There had been a time when she had fancied that a match with him was possible. When, just finished with her indenture, she had looked at him and thought that she could do worse: he was fair and sturdy, ambitious, and not too domineering. He would come to survey her work, to praise the tight weave of her linen, and for some time she nurtured a hope that they might court. But in the early years of the war Ezekiel had gained a modest fortune, money enough to raise his ambitions high above a woman such as Deborah. She brought him his cider, setting it beside him. “Anything else for you, Brother?”

			“No, but let me offer you a word.” He tore into his bread and spoke around a mouthful. “Only a fool would join up. A fool or a woman. Or both. The time for soldiering is over. Any man worth his salt should be in business. Why, the prices of woolens! Besides, the war is done but for a few British holed up in New York.” He let his eyes range over her. “Perhaps you could handle them. You’re a sturdy lass. But you’d do better to spend your time at the loom, weaving my yardage, even if whoring with soldiers pays a higher wage.”

			Deborah blinked back her fury. If she’d had her distaff in her hand, she’d have brought it down over Ezekiel’s pate without a second thought. But dignity and discretion won out. She must remember, she was an accused woman now, and it would do no good to bring yet more notoriety to her name. “Thank you, Brother, for attending to my welfare.” Her words dripped with sarcasm, but Ezekiel merely sopped the bowl with his bread, ignoring her completely.

			At the sound of the door latch, Deborah turned and watched two men stagger in. They seemed to be well into their cups; perhaps they had started drinking at Coomb’s and been tumbled out of there. She eyed them warily as she stepped to take their coats. Only last week she’d been obliged to wield a fireplace poker to separate two brawling men. Maybe Ezekiel would rise to the occasion tonight and offer her succor. Likely, though, he wouldn’t want to dirty his hands.

			“What can I fetch for you, sirs?” she asked as they doffed their hats.

			“Rum,” said one.

			But Deborah hardly attended to the rest of his order. For with the hat and cloak dispensed with, she saw that the second man was none other than Israel Wood’s clerk. His eyes glittered up at her while his lips parted in a wicked grin, and she knew that within moments he’d be telling the whole tavern of the deposition he’d heard that day. Ezekiel would lap it up and carry the news straight to the Elders. Men, given the chance, were just as eager to gossip as women. She stood up straight, stiff with shame, and hung their coats from pegs before ducking into the kitchen. “Beth? There’s two more just in for rum, but I fear Mary’s headache is catching. . . .”

			Beth rolled her eyes at Deborah. “Get you to bed, then. I’ll tend to them. It’ll be one round, and I’ll have them out on the streets.”

			She took her time climbing the steep staircase, trying to let the night air leach the anger out of her. By the time she reached the attic rooms where the weavers and servants lodged, her rage had congealed like cold grease. At the door to her room, which she shared with the Widow Wells, she stood with her hand upon the latch. She had wanted to visit Jennie, but it was late, and she didn’t want to appear unseemly—gallivanting about at night—before the clerk, who certainly would note her departure. Easing her way into the darkened chamber, she paused to let her eyes grow used to the dimness; the contours of the bed gradually emerged with the widow’s body a mound upon it. Now and then came the soft whisper of a snoring breath. Her own breathing still came in sharp huffs of dissatisfaction, and not from climbing the stairs. She should have just brushed past the clerk and gone to see Jennie. It was within her rights. Deborah crossed to the single window of the chamber. Outside, the darkened world offered nothing. What should she do? If she left, where would she go? And how would she make her way in the world? Yet if she stayed . . .

			Deborah turned back to the bed and stood awhile, combing out her hair, counting up to a hundred strokes and then counting back down again, before beginning to unbutton her dress. She could just see the widow’s face, slack with sleep, mouth agape, showing barely enough teeth to chew with. A hank of white hair escaped from her cap and fell across a sunken cheek. Deborah’s fingers paused. Would that be her someday? Sixty years old, used and discarded, forgotten in some attic? She didn’t know what to do. But she knew that sleep would elude her if she lay down, that her mind would tumble over the day, awash with regrets. At best, she’d wring from her slumber a tortured nightmare or two. So she buttoned her dress up again and slipped out of the chamber. Jennie would have an answer for her.

			She wrapped her shawl about her shoulders as she treaded lightly down the stairs and past the door to the weaving room. She glanced into the tavern. Beth had been true to her word: not a man remained therein. The flames of the fire lay banked, and everything was quiet and dim. A little imp of an idea grabbed at Deborah, and she retraced her steps to the corridor off which Ezekiel’s room lay. He’d left his shoes outside his door; no doubt he hoped that she’d have them cleaned and polished by the time he broke his fast on the morrow. Well, she might. She snatched them up, clutching them to her chest, and tiptoed down the stairs.

			Out the back door and into the yard she went, the night cold about her. Should she take the shoes to Jennie or hide them in the woodshed? Better not to burden her friend. Deborah crossed the darkened yard toward the shed and narrowly missed being dashed by the door to the necessary house, which swung open and slammed against the side of the privy. Deborah stumbled back in the darkness, giving a yelp of surprise as the clerk emerged, his hands still buttoning the front of his pants.

			“Pardon,” he slurred, and then, seeming to realize who it was that he faced, he leered up at her. “Miss Samson. I didn’t expect to find you here.”

			“I weave and lodge here, as you may recall.”

			“Have you not a pot in your chamber, though?”

			“It is none of your business,” she said, though she dearly wished she could upend said pot over his head. “I don’t have to answer your questions now that we are quit of the lawyer’s office. I am free to mind my own—”

			“Don’t be so certain about that. Mr. Wood surely would wish to know of your nocturnal habits. Cavorting behind taverns?”

			“I’m not cavorting . . .”

			“And what’s that in your hand, then?”

			Deborah tucked the shoes behind her back. “It is none of yours to mind—”

			The clerk stepped up to her, seizing her arms as if to pry them loose. “I say that it is.” His face was close to hers now, rum hot on his breath. “How many soldiers have you had back here?” He pushed against her now, forcing her back against the side of the woodshed, and the jolt of her spine against the wall took her breath away for a moment, allowing him to grip her tighter.

			“Let go of me,” she gasped.

			“Is this how you treat all your lovers?”

			“I have no lovers,” she grunted.

			“We shall see.”

			Cold air slapped her legs as the clerk plunged a hand beneath her skirts, pulling them high. He tugged at her smallclothes and she heard the fabric tear, felt the rough wool of his trousers chafing against her inner thighs. She yanked an arm free. Her hand still grasped Ezekiel’s shoes, and she flung them desperately at the clerk and then drove the heel of her palm into his face, catching the side of his jaw. She heard his teeth click, but before she could get away, he had grabbed both of her wrists in one hand. With the back of the other, he struck her cheek. Sparks burst across her vision, and for a moment she hung limp, supported by the clench of his hand, by the press of his body against hers. She opened her mouth to yell, but his fingers came over her lips. She bit down, feeling her teeth puncture skin, blood blossoming salty in her mouth. He jerked back in pain, and the moment of release let her push away from the woodshed. Spinning, she tried to twist free, tearing the fabric of her neckline. The clerk, thrown off balance, fell, carrying her with him. The two of them landed on the muddy ground in one tangled heap, the clerk cursing under his breath. Her feet had no purchase on the soft ground, and he regained a hold on her, his knees pinning her legs, his hands on her wrists.

			Forcing her legs open, he lay heavily upon her, a forearm to her neck, the other hand pulling at her skirts. She closed her eyes against his face, felt him on her, in her. She counted, seeking refuge against the pain, waited. There; he began to thrust more wildly, his body arching above hers. Now—enough space for her to raise a knee and free an arm. She caught him in his crotch with her leg and felt him go slack. But before he could collapse, she lashed out with her fist, striking him square in the face, a blow that sent ripples down her arm, followed by a warm flush. His blood, dripping onto her wrist and her forearm, snaked toward her shoulder. She’d split open his nose.

			Deborah rolled out from under him and tried to stand on quaking legs. Her skirts fell down as she stood over the clerk, watching him move to his knees, one hand cupping his nose. Her kick caught him in the back of the head. If he saw it coming, he gave no sign, and his head snapped forward like a rag doll’s. He fell again to the ground, heavily, without resistance. Her chest heaved as she bent down and grabbed Ezekiel’s mud-coated shoes.

			Now she ran: down a narrow side lane, out to a field, over a stone wall, and into a woodlot. Trying to stifle the noise of her sobbing, she crouched on the ground. Her hand ached where she’d struck the clerk, and her cheek throbbed, too, but that was nothing to the agony between her legs. Was he still lying behind Sproat’s? Or did he pursue her already? She pushed herself up and walked slowly, each step sending an arc of pain through her groin. She had to get to Jennie. Standing at the border where the trees melted away and the land became field, she could see a few houses, a track that wended to the north of town, a street that led to the common. No sounds of hoofbeats or footsteps, no men’s voices calling. What had she done? One thing was clear: she had to flee, and flee now. Morning would bring the justice and additional charges; morning would bring her shame and total ruin.

			Deborah skittered along the margin of the field, hewing to the stone wall. When she came to the road, she hesitated, and instead of following it to town, she cut across the lot, scrambling over walls and through freshly turned garden patches. She passed the Thomases’ residence, where she had served so many years—all its windows showed black, mirrors of the night sky—and through a straggly ­orchard finally reached the Leonards’ house.

			Thank God Jennie slept on the first floor. In the utter silence, the click of the metal latch rang loud in her ears and she froze, waited, then pushed the back door open. She knew the space well; she navigated by the kindling pile and past the pie cupboard to Jennie’s room. The faintest light filtered through the window—what bit of the moon could sneak inside—but it was enough to show Jennie curled beneath the covers. More than anything, Deborah wanted to lie down beside her, let Jennie hold her and tell her everything would be fine.

			She sat on the edge of the bed, near where Jennie’s knees were bent. Gently, she touched her friend’s face. Jennie awoke with a jolt, clutching the quilt to her chest.

			“Oh! Deborah . . .” she gasped, but sleep still muffled her voice. She dropped the quilt and reached out a hand to her friend, touching her exposed shoulder, looking at the muddy shoes in her lap. “What happened?”

			“I was at Sproat’s, and the clerk, Israel Wood’s clerk, he . . .” Deborah twisted her lips against the tears, and before she could find words, Jennie had wrapped her arms about her, pulling her close.

			“It’ll be fine, Deborah.” For such a small woman, Jennie’s arms were strong, and Deborah let herself be held, rocked, crooned to as a babe. “It’ll be fine.” Jennie’s fingers found the dried blood on Deborah’s arm, and she reached over to light a candle. There came the scratch of the flint, and a small orange flicker illuminated a corner of the chamber. “Shh, shh,” said Jennie, though Deborah had not made a sound. She lifted the corner of Deborah’s skirts, saw the blood and the dirt streaked on her thighs, and said nothing, just held her.

			At last, Deborah raised her head. “Will you help me, Jennie?”

			The candle fitzed and sputtered as a moth came too close and fell in. Jennie swung her legs out of bed. “Of course. What do you need?” Ever practical.

			“Just that bundle of clothes. I have a little money in my purse. I’ll be on my way tonight. The justice . . .”

			“Let’s get you clean first.” Jennie disappeared from the chamber, returning a moment later with a basin and a few rags. Setting them at the foot of the bed, she helped Deborah clean the mud and leaves from her hair and skirts, wash the blood from her legs. They leaned their heads close, and Deborah whispered the story of Israel Wood, Mrs. Holbrook, all the details from the night before, and what had happened with the clerk. Jennie sighed and shook her head. “I’ll fetch what you’ll need.” But she didn’t move; she just sat there, her arm around Deborah’s waist. “Deborah?” she said at last. “Why did you do it? Why take such a terrible risk?”

			Deborah shook her head. “I don’t know . . . I don’t know.”

			“But you asked for those clothes last week, or more.”

			“I saw the notice on the green, the offer of the bounty.”

			“To be a soldier, though. What were you thinking?”

			“I wasn’t thinking of the risk. I thought only of . . . of . . . getting free, breaking away. I thought of Elder Backus and how he went to jail rather than pay the church tax. I thought I was in line with the cause of liberty. What others call wrong, but I know to be right.” She sniffled a bit.

			“Oh, Deborah.” Jennie passed her a kerchief and Deborah blew her nose into it.

			“I suppose I’ve made my decision.” She managed a strangled laugh. “I’ll be getting out of town soon.”

			Jennie stroked her hair, finding in it an overlooked twig that she gently disentangled. “Why would you want to leave? We’ve lived almost our entire lives here. . . .”

			Deborah felt a surge of guilt. “I didn’t want to abandon you. I just . . . Do you see how you are treated, by Mr. Wood in the tavern today, or by young Master Leonard around the house? Or how the clerk could . . .” She trailed off, clenched her hands on her soiled skirt. “What is there for me here?”

			“I think I understand. But it’s no easy road for you to walk. I’ll gather those things.”

			A few minutes later she came back, arms full, and deposited her load on the bed. First, she handed Deborah the same bundle they’d exchanged that morning.

			“Will young Master Leonard miss these clothes?” Deborah asked, untying the apron that held them.

			“Not for a while, anyway. It is good you found the shoes.” She paused as though she would inquire about their origins, but restrained herself with a sigh. “The master would miss those.” She passed Deborah a hefty package wrapped in a kerchief. “Corn bread and dried apples. There’s hard bread and cheese and a knife tucked in as well.” She searched in a trunk at the foot of the bed. “Here’s a candle, flint, and a sewing kit. And my letter box.” She pressed it into Deborah’s hands. “Write to me.” Her hands lingered there for a moment, both of them gripping the box. “Do you know what you will do?”

			“No.” It was a miserable admission. She hadn’t thought this through at all. The lure of money, the thought of freedom—she was goaded by the desire to get away, to find a more promising future. “But I must go.”

			Deborah laid everything inside the apron and tied the garment tightly, leaving the strings long so she could carry the bundle over her shoulder. “One last favor, Jennie. Would you cut my hair?”

			“Your hair? But, Deborah . . .”

			“I cannot travel as a woman. By morning, the justice is certain to seek me. Besides, it will grow back.”

			Jennie sat on the trunk, and Deborah sank to the floor between her knees. She felt Jennie’s fingers pull through her locks, hitting a snag here and there, pointlessly untangling the knots. It was as though they were young girls again, combing each other’s hair and pretending to get ready for a ball. It felt so good. But this wasn’t pretend, and they weren’t children. Deborah pushed away the horror of the evening, focusing on Jennie’s words. “It’s a shame to cut . . .”

			A creak sounded from above, and both women froze. Maybe just the house shifting and settling. Another creak, and another. One of the Leonards had woken.

			Deborah leaped up. Jennie grabbed the bundle and passed it to her. “Go, be safe, Godspeed.”

			Deborah scurried out the back door. She took a quick look at the stars, which in the cold night air seemed even farther away than usual, then glanced down the narrow lane. Empty. She stepped into the street and hastened away—away from the green, away from town, away from all she knew.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Each step dragged as though thick mire clutched at her foot. Still she pressed on, stopping at times to catch her breath and listen, but the night remained silent. When she was a good distance from town, she left the road for the woods. Under the boughs, the darkness thickened and coalesced into a presence of sorts. She stumbled through some brush, never minding that her dress caught on prickly branches; a few more tears would make little difference. At last she sank to the ground, leaning against a fallen trunk.

			In the darkness, she fingered her hair, wishing that Jennie had had time to cut it at the Leonards’ house. The scissors in the sewing kit were meant for snipping thread; instead, she hefted the knife and, pulling her hair taut, began to saw away. The rending of the strands—a tender and terrible sound—made her shudder. Another thing torn. She sawed more ferociously, and her hair fell in disorderly clumps about her. She felt the rough edges and used the sewing scissors to even out the hair here and there. It hung just over her ears now, in a crude imitation of the hairstyle favored by the apprentices of Middleborough—off the neck but long enough to hold a curl. With a hat, it would do until she could find a looking glass and proper scissors. She pulled out her blanket and wrapped it about her shoulders. As best she could, she gathered the clumps of hair from the forest floor. There was no reason to keep it—it was dangerous even—but still, she untied her apron from her waist and carefully folded the hair within. Tonight, at least, it would serve as her pillow. She wrapped her arms around herself and, squeezing her eyes shut, whispered, “Lord God, give me strength for my journey.” Chilled in the spring night, she pulled her knees to her chest and prayed: “God, don’t let his seed take hold in me.”

			Something rustling in the woods awoke her when the sky showed the yellow-gray of first light, and she sat up, momentarily disoriented, her stomach aching like she’d eaten a raw potato—it felt empty and full all at once. She stood, knees creaking, and pulled young Master Leonard’s clothes out of her bundle. Unbuttoning her dress, she drew the garment over her head. Her flesh prickled in the cold air. From the tattered remains of the dress’s lining, she cut a band of muslin and wound it about her pale chest; inhaling, she tightened it until it squeezed her ribs. The pressure felt good, almost reassuring. She secured the ends and then pulled on young Master Leonard’s shirt, wrapping the long tails about her thighs before stepping into the breeches, the wool sharp and itchy against her flesh. She yanked them up and belted them firmly about her hips; if she kept them low, the curve of her waist would not show. Had her mood been lighter, she might have chuckled at this. Ladies spent hours lacing up their corsets and fixing their panniers, trying to gain the most flattering curves possible . . . and here she was, hunched in the midst of a woodlot, doing her best to appear straight, flat, and boyish.

			She pulled on the leggings, fixing them at the bottom of her breeches, and then reached for Ezekiel’s shoes, slipping one on. Her foot felt like the clanger of a bell, knocking about in there, but better they were loose than that they pinched; she stuffed her old stockings in the toe and fastened the buckles as tightly as possible. She wished she had a looking glass. More, she wished Jennie were there to laugh and clap her hands and tell Deborah that she looked every bit the handsome young man. But Jennie wasn’t there, and now the sky kindled orange. The morning might bring the justice’s men to the road, and sighing over loss only frittered away time. She buttoned up the waistcoat and stared down at her front, making sure her breasts made no swell.

			Folding up the dress and cap around her shoes, she stuffed them, together with the apron containing her hair, into the bundle. Carrying her old clothes invited risk, but leaving them in the woods struck her as even riskier. She settled the hat on her head, slung the bundle over her back, and picked her way out of the woods. When just two days before she had accomplished this same transformation, it had been thrilling, head-spinning. Even now, with fear scraping away at her, the feeling of the trousers and waistcoat made her grin. The sun cleared the horizon, already blazing. Putting it at her back, she set out away from Middleborough.

			After a short while, though, she stopped and removed her hat. Something felt odd. She ran her hands through what remained of her hair and realized what it was: the weight. Her neck felt lighter, and it took less effort to look up toward the sky or to face what lay ahead.

			The track she walked—little more than a wagon and a half wide, with ruts that ran deep in places—soon followed the course of a brook. Weeks of living at Sproat’s had afforded her time to study the almanacs in the public room—there was little other reading material to be found there—so she had a general sense of the roads that wound between Middleborough and the surrounding towns. She kept her course aimed west, toward Taunton, her mind churning through the events of the past days. Like bubbles in boiling water, memories—the clerk’s face, Mrs. Holbrook’s words—kept rising to the surface, unbidden. She forced her thoughts into a more practical vein: a name. When she had enlisted in Middleborough, she’d signed as Timothy Thayer, two names common to the area, but with the justice alerted, she could not reuse this guise. As she walked along the banks of the brook, she wondered what name her mother would have given her if she’d been born a boy. It was a question she had asked herself before, though not so much about the name as the fate: What would her life have brought if she’d been born a boy? With a birthday so close to her mother’s, she’d been given the selfsame name. Two Deborahs under one roof—as if her mother couldn’t be bothered to find truer inspiration, as if she were confining her daughter to a similar destiny.

			As a child, it had fallen to Deborah to watch her brother, who was three years younger. She would stand at the foot of his little cradle and rock him to and fro. In the summer of her fourth year, just before her father went away and was lost at sea, a fever raged through their house. Everyone except the little boy survived. And though his headstone in the cemetery bore, out of thrift, only the word “baby,” she still carried his name with her like a treasure: Robert Shurtliff. A destiny lost by one could now be seized by another.

			Robert after a favorite uncle, Shurtliff a middle name come down through the generations—she could hear the name on her mother’s lips, and although Deborah had scarce seen or spared a thought for her mother in a year’s time, this memory gave her comfort. She could be someone new yet carry a piece of the past. She was Robert Shurtliff, born in Plympton. This, the truth, seemed safe to her. She knew Plympton well, having lived there for five years and visited upon occasion, yet few from Middleborough would know to associate her with Plympton.

			Coming to a crossroads, she picked the northerly track, thinking to aim for Taunton, but she’d barely made it a quarter of a mile when it began to rain, a drizzle that swelled into a steady patter. Puddles formed quickly in the ruts, and Deborah walked in the middle. In another half a mile she came upon a cart lodged in the muck, the rain having transformed the looser portions of the road into quagmire. The carter, wearing the wide-brimmed hat and homespun jacket of a farmer, berated his horse, but the beast couldn’t make the stuck wheel budge. Deborah pulled her own hat low and made to sidle by, not wanting to talk or be seen.

			But the farmer called out, “Hey, boy! Lend a hand?”

			She could scarcely refuse a request for help. Tossing her bundle in the back of the cart, she and the farmer put their shoulders to the wheel. “One and two and heave . . .” the man said. With a mighty sucking sound the wheel came free, and the cart lurched forward. Deborah fell to her knee, and the farmer grabbed her arm, pulling her up.

			“There’s a lad,” he said. “Want to ride a piece?”

			She nodded, numb and muddy, and stepped to the side of the cart. For a moment, she waited for the farmer to offer a hand at her waist and push her up.

			But he just said, “Well, come on,” as he clambered in.

			She grasped the cart, stepped onto the wheel, and swung herself aboard. It was hard to keep from grinning. The farmer’s simple assumption of her competence—lend a hand, get yourself up—buoyed her spirits tremendously.

			Slumping forward on the seat, she stretched her sore arches inside the sodden shoes, which still held the imprint of Ezekiel’s bunions. She squinted at the overstretched leather, proof, it seemed to her, that the man was noxious down to his toenails. At least she had redeemed these shoes from their terrible fate.

			“It’s always this way in the spring, with the mud. But it’ll be good for the crops,” the farmer said as he chucked the reins and set the horse in motion.

			“Yes, sir,” she said, keeping her voice low.

			At the next crossroads, the farmer gave her an inquiring look as he pointed the cart to the north, but Deborah just nodded; any direction but back the way she’d come suited her. At what might have been midday—the gray muzziness obscured the sun—the farmer stopped the horse under a densely needled pine. Hopping down, they took shelter under the boughs, and the farmer ate a sausage and roll while Deborah untied her bundle and broke off a piece of corn bread. Until she began to chew, Deborah didn’t realize the extent of her hunger. Jennie’s corn bread tasted buttery and soft, the top a thin crackle of crust. She devoured the piece and forced herself to pack away the rest, else she’d eat the entire thing.

			“All right, boy?” the farmer said. Deborah nodded, put one foot on the cartwheel, and pulled herself up. She allowed herself a brief moment of satisfaction, savoring the pleasure that the word “boy” gave her—the thrill of being unbound from herself.

			The farmer spoke to the horse when it balked at puddles, and Deborah settled as comfortably as she could on the cart’s seat, trying to imagine what might happen next. Before she could worry about finding work, she needed to find safety. The justices of the area would be looking for a runaway weaver who matched the description of Deborah Samson. But if she went just a little farther afield, she’d be safe. She would find some farm that needed labor for the spring planting or a tradesman in need of an assistant; she could read and write and had no fear of hard work.

			“I’ll be going west here, lad.” The farmer’s voice cut across her thoughts.

			She saw that they had reached another crossroads, a major one, with a cleaner, wider track headed to the north and a signpost listing nearby towns. “Thank you, sir. I’ll take my leave.” She took care to press her voice down and speak gruffly; it would take some practice.

			Sliding down the side of the cart, she grabbed her bundle and watched as the farmer whipped the horse into motion again. Then she stepped up to the signpost to study her options. An arrow indicated that Middleborough lay twelve miles behind her already, and enough daylight remained to cover several more. Though still within the town limits of Taunton, she thought she must be on its outer edge, for the sign said Easton was two miles along the northerly track. With her bundle over her shoulder, she set out.

			On the far side of Easton, she spent another night in the woods. A morning of walking left her hungry, and she ate the last of Jennie’s corn bread at the foot of a bridge, weary but relieved that many miles separated her from Middleborough. She followed a small track north, then a road headed west, and she entered the town of Stoughton as dusk gathered, bringing with it a pounding rain that sent her running for the first outbuilding she could find—a farmer’s barn. He found her curled up in some hay the next morning and chased her out, hurrying her on her way with oaths she never would have heard had she been wearing skirts. In Walpole and Wrentham she stopped by public rooms to warm up near the fireside and catch the news, listening for any word of a fugitive weaver who’d slipped away from the Middleborough justice, but she heard nothing.

			There were clear days—the morning sun on her back, a twig of minty yellow birch in her mouth—when she could enjoy the choice that each crossroads presented. For the first time in her life she determined the course of events, day after day. She hitched another cart ride and, settling into a woodlot for the night, gathered sticks and built a fire. The flames stuttered before her, wavering in the breeze. As she gnawed the last of the cheese, the fire’s depths mesmerized her. Though she was wracked by exhaustion, under the fatigue a tendril of exhilaration fed her spirit. She tried to count back over the days. Six? Or seven? In all that time, no one had seen through her disguise. She had meant to get away and now she had. No matter that she had just devoured the last of her food and had only a few coins to her name. No matter that her name was not truly her name. She reached into her bundle and pulled out the apron containing her hair. Loosening the knot, she took the strands up in great handfuls and threw them on the flames. They popped and hissed, as if in disapproval. Another handful twisted and melted, wilted and disappeared, filling the air with a cringing odor. Her old dress she tore into strips. Much as she wished to burn it, to be rid of it forever, she could hear Jennie’s voice arguing prudence and frugality, to save it for rags. Still, it felt good to rip it, to burst its seams. She would find a barn or stable where she could leave her old shoes; someone would be happy to chance upon them. She let the fire burn down and imagined how the next town would provide a chance to earn her keep as a chore boy or a field hand or a shop assistant. She could be any of those things.

			EIGHT MILES OF MUDDY TRACK brought Deborah to Bellingham in the late afternoon, and she gratefully pushed open the door to the only inn on the common.

			“A room for the night?” Deborah asked the woman who knelt by the hearth, scooping ash.

			“Five shillings, and with that you get board tonight and tomorrow morning.”

			Deborah extracted the coins from her belt as the woman heaved herself up. “You can have the room at the top of the stairs, on the left.”

			“Thank you, ma’am.”

			At the rear of the inn she found a small foyer with a staircase and two doors, one leading outside to the backyard. Deborah pressed her ear to the other door and heard it: the light laughter, the steady thumping of some woman’s treadle, pounding out a rhythm that seemed to say, No more! No more! No more! She climbed the stairs, a smile on her lips.

			At the very top she found her room, nestled under the eaves of the house. She gave her leggings and breeches a vigorous cleaning with the clothes brush, flaking off the mud from the previous days. She poured water from the ewer and washed her face and hands. Then she stood before the looking glass, silvered and dim, to gaze at the reflection. She barely recognized it: brown hair that curled away from the forehead and neck, a waistcoat snug against a flat chest, leggings that hugged a finely shaped calf. From her bundle, she withdrew the sewing kit Jennie had given her and used the scissors to straighten up the ragged edges of her hair. Leveling the line across her ears and—as best she could—at the nape of her neck, she thought she had done a fair job. She shook off the stray strands and then walked across the chamber, watching herself in the glass, seeing how her stride had stretched out, how her arms swung loose at her sides. She looked just like a young man. She stared and stared, trying to believe this wasn’t someone else. This was her reflection. This was Robert Shurtliff.

			She lay on the bed, which was inexpressibly soft after all those nights in the woods, and was pondering what she would do the next day, when noises—a scraping of chairs, a sudden upsurge of voices—broke her reverie. She drew her waistcoat on and hastened downstairs to see what caused the excitement.

			“Just three years! It’s a chance to fight the British, a chance to prove you’re a man, red-blooded and hearty!”

			Deborah emerged from the foyer at the rear of the inn to find a uniformed soldier standing on a table, trying to rally a small crowd of young men—some little more than boys. A harried-looking serving girl edged through with her hands full of tankards. Deborah wished that she could offer a word of sympathy—tell the girl that she knew how she must feel. Or better yet, lean close to whisper in her ear: Run away! There’s a world beyond serving these louts! But first she must attend to her own destiny.

			The soldier carried on: “Cut the apron strings that tie you to your mother. Kiss your sweetheart farewell. You’ll get a bounty and the gratitude of General Washington.” A few of the boys cheered at this, though whether on behalf of Washington or the money, Deborah couldn’t tell. “And it isn’t like the army of old. Why, when I joined up, we hadn’t shoes or blankets, but you boys . . .” The soldier’s voice disappeared in the rising hubbub. Tankards were passed hand to hand, and as Deborah pressed farther into the room, she saw a man seated at the table, his ledger open near the soldier’s boots, ready to write down the names of recruits.

			The woman who had taken Deborah’s coin earlier came over. “You signing on, then?” She, too, carried a tray laden with mugs.

			Deborah cleared her throat. “I just came down for dinner,” she said lamely.

			The woman gave her an appraising look. “Lad like you ought to join up. Got three sons of my own, Lord help me. If you’re anything like them, you’d do better taking your wild spirits far from home. Put those handsome calves to good use.” Deborah dipped her chin to hide her blush. The woman laughed and shoved into the crowd. “I’ll see about your dinner once I clear away this crew of ruffians.”

			More of the boys, it seemed, had come as spectators than as potential recruits. They lifted their tankards and urged each other on as the soldier circulated, cajoling them to sign. Deborah pushed along the wall toward the hearth. A woman praising her calves—wait until she wrote to Jennie about that. The heat, the compliment, the noises of merriment about her suffused Deborah with happiness. It was good to be among people again; she had been lonely on the road.

			“Here’s a tall one!” Deborah turned toward the voice and saw the soldier wading over to her. He grabbed her upper arm. “Strong, too! What do you say, lad? For God and Country?” Deborah felt the eyes of everyone in the tavern upon her. “Come now. Sixty pounds. And by the time you return, there’ll be hair on your chin.” God, she hoped not. But sixty pounds? She hadn’t imagined a purse that sizable. The soldier began to pull her toward the table. “One for your rolls, Mister Hewes!” he called.

			“I’m not . . .” Deborah began, but the soldier raised his voice, shouting out for the benefit of the room at large.

			“Fair of cheek, but bold of spirit! Here’s a real patriot, a son of liberty!”

			She began to protest again, but then stopped. Why not? Fate had brought her to the enlistment rolls once more. It was meant to happen. She heard the buzz of the crowd behind her, like bees swarming upon rich blossoms. Sixty pounds. Her future signed away. This flight, born of fear, brought to a triumphant end. The agent dipped his quill and gave Deborah a weary look. “At least seventeen years of age?”

			“Aye.” She would show them, those men in Middleborough—Ezekiel and Mr. Wood and his clerk—she wouldn’t allow them to confine her, to tell her how to live.

			“Name and place of origin?”

			“Robert Shurtliff, from Plympton.”

			He pushed the book and quill toward her. “By signing you are enlisting in the Continental Army and agreeing to muster.”

			The rigid forefinger of her left hand jutted out as usual and she set her tongue between her teeth, forming her letters with care; this was her first time signing her new name. Fear licked at her, lapping like a wave that threatened to engulf the shore, but as it washed over her, it felt like jumping into a pond in summer: a gasping moment of cold followed by blissful relief. She lifted the quill with a flourish. Robert Shurtliff had signed on.

			The soldier dragged a few other boys to the book before the crowd in the public room began to dissipate. “Now, then!” the soldier called out. “Those of you who signed, gather round.” She shuffled over with a half-dozen others. “We close our books tomorrow and muster the day after, at Lothrop’s place in Worcester, where you’ll receive your payment.”

			“Why not now?” a boy asked.

			“And let you piss it away at dice and drink? This way you are certain to make muster, though I remind you that you have signed and are bound by law to appear.”

			Those words settled in Deborah as if she had swallowed a cold stone: bound by law.

			“A round of drinks, mistress!” Once the serving woman had furnished everyone with tankards, the soldier lifted his. “To our own Saint George, General Washington.”

			They clinked and drank. The rum scorched its way down and dissolved the cold stone in her stomach. Sixty pounds would be in her pocket soon. More than that, she’d have a place to go, a purpose. She would be a soldier.

			“Drink up, lads, then find yourself a girl. There won’t be any where you are heading,” the soldier said.

			Deborah buried her smile in her mug. There would be at least one girl.

			Pie and more rum by the fire. The serving woman brought another tankard, telling Deborah a bawdy story from her own youth. The public room emptied until just the two of them remained, and the rum no longer burned Deborah’s throat. The clamor of the day, the whirl of what she had done pounded at her, and it became important that she explain it to the woman. “I wanted . . . I always wanted . . .” Her tongue felt too clumsy to find the right words.

			“There, there,” the woman said, patting Deborah’s thigh. “That’s a good lad.”

			Deborah drew her sleeve across her face. “I should sleep.”

			“Yes, you should. You’ve quite a walk to Worcester.”

			HER TEETH WORE WOOLY JACKETS, or so it seemed when she awoke. Thick, wooly jackets. She’d taken off her shoes and her breeches and had gone to bed in just her shirt, with the door to the hall hanging open. Lord, what was I thinking? Hopping up from the bed made her head throb, but she dragged herself to the door, shut it, and began to pull on her trousers. A few brown spots dotted her thighs and the tails of her shirt. Her menses. Letting her trousers fall, she shuffled to the washstand and dashed handfuls of water against her face, hoping to lessen the ache at her temples, before she scrubbed at her shirt. She wondered if it augured poorly for her endeavor to have her menses come, but as she drew out a rag from her bundle and stuffed it in her crotch, she thought that something between her legs might actually help with her walk. And it meant her body had spat out the clerk’s seed.

			Downstairs, the tea swept the sour taste from her mouth. She blinked at the almanac as she ate her bread, trying to focus her gritty eyes on the roads to Worcester. Twenty miles. Despite her headache, despite the tightness in her stomach, happiness swam up in her, as unstoppable and satisfying as a great big yawn. She finished her tea and, stepping through the inn’s front door, headed down the road toward Worcester.
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