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CHAPTER
ONE


September 1, 1777


A violent afternoon storm was darkening the skies over Philadelphia, as ominous as the shadows on the country below. A small rebellion in Boston had escalated into war. Now brother fought brother over independence. The chance that thirteen colonies could hold together was fading.


Three travelers left the stage wagon: the driver, an old lady, and a young woman. They stood motionless on the Jersey shore of the Delaware River as the ragged bearded ferryman stomped toward them, shaking his fist.


“Sure as this storm will strike, sure as God destroys fornicating sinners, the murdering redcoats have marched through Maryland, and they’ll be in the city tomorrow,” he shouted. “Cross the river and ye’ll be caught like rats in a trap.”


The driver spat and looked at his two remaining passengers. A week ago he had picked them up in a little town in Connecticut. The old one was a troublemaker with a bad mouth. The girl’s looks had men trying to get close to her at the inns and on the wagon.


“Pay attention, ladies,” he said under his breath. “If the redcoats were that close, we’d likely have heard, but news travels slow, and these days nothing’s certain. I’m obligated to cross and change horses, but you can wait in the house down the road. I’ll be back in a few hours. What’s it to be?”


Mrs. Proctor hit the ground with her cane. “I must go, I must save my house,’’ she screeched. “Soldiers, they’d burn my furniture for firewood, but the girl goes home to Myles. The Lord knows what would become of her, men being the beasts they are.”


The driver turned to the girl. “Quick, missie.”


Sarah Champion stared at his face, red as a swamp maple leaf. Nothing had prepared her to make this decision. Her mind veered wildly. To be trapped like a rat in the city—but her parents had sent her to perform a duty. She was expected, and the old lady had no right to speak for her.


“I’ll cross,” she said loudly.


The ferryman waved his arms. “Be warned, be warned,” he howled. “The streets will run with blood!”


The driver spat again. “Enough of your rant. There’s a storm brewing, and my horses ain’t good with thunder. Up into your seats, ladies,” he said, leading the horses onto the barge. The heavy rope that pulled it across the river began to creak.


As they swung into the current, wind ripped at the canvas roof. For a moment Mrs. Proctor was silent, hands folded in her gray mitts. Then she turned and pinched Sarah’s arm.


“It’s my Christian duty to speak out before it’s too late. This aunt you’re here to visit. When did your mother last see her?”


“Not since she left home to be a maid in Philadelphia. She is many years older than my mother and writes once a year.”


“Just as I thought. Your parents know nothing about her. Go back on the stage, girl. If you haven’t the fare, your father will pay at the other end.”


“I can’t, ma’am. My aunt may need me.”


“Need you? Pah! Your parents were fools to let you leave, a country parson’s daughter who never set foot outside her village. They should have asked my advice. I know of Mrs. Sage. The way she lives is a disgrace. You are warned and that is all I will say.”


Sarah stiffened. For seven long days, as the stage jolted through barrens and hamlets and towns, she had helped Mrs. Proctor find the best seat on the vehicle. She had held her tongue and listened to the stream of complaints that the beds at crowded inns were too short, the food poisoned. By now she knew all too well that the old lady took great pleasure in stirring up trouble. Her aunt might live in a shabby house, but being poor was no disgrace.


As the barge moved slowly over the choppy water, she pulled her shawl tighter. True, little was known about Mrs. Sage except that she had married a grain merchant who had died leaving her alone and childless. When the rare letter had arrived, Mrs. Champion read it several times. Sighed and put it down.


“This is from my sister Elizabeth,” she said at last. “She never asked for help before, but she needs a niece to be with her for the winter. That means she may be poor and ill. I must pray.” A long silence. At last Mrs. Champion raised her head. “Sarah is needed on the farm, badly needed, but it would be wrong not to help my only sister. Old Mrs. Proctor is ending her visit to her son and will be going back to Philadelphia. Sarah can go with her on the stage.”


Sarah had protested. “We still have to get in the corn, and that old lady is mean. Her son can hardly wait to be rid of her.”


“You’ll be missed, my child, greatly missed, but to go is an act of kindness. You will show respect for an older person like Mrs. Proctor, curb your high spirits, and do your best for your aunt. After all, it may not be for long.” The parson and his wife were bringing up their children to show Christian charity at all times.


Thunder sounded in the distance. A few drops of rain spattered on the water. Sarah shifted on the hard seat. British in the city—dear heaven, if she ever saw a redcoat she might lose her head and run at him screaming “Murderer! You killed my brother.” James, her twin, had died a year earlier at the battle of Long Island, a disaster for General George Washington and his Continental Army. She and James had been close, the two restless redheads in Parson Champion’s large family. Only backbreaking work in the fields had dulled the anguish of losing James.


At last they were nearing land; the outlines of buildings loomed ahead. The barge slowed and bumped into the end of a long wharf. The ferryman secured the rope.


“The trumpets are sounding,” he shouted. “Those that God punishes will be butchered in their beds. Young girls will be taken in lustful sin. Ye’re doomed, doomed, I say.”


The driver thrust money into his hand. “You belong in the asylum, old man. We’ll soon know the truth.” The whip cracked, and the stage clattered off the wharf.


A sturdy man wearing a leather coat was standing on the corner. The driver pulled on the reins and called out, “What news of the redcoats, sir? Are they near the city?”


The man scratched his head. “Recoats near? No, or we’d have heard.”


“Obliged.” The whip cracked again, and the stage moved on down the wide, cobbled street.


Sarah let out her breath, almost giddy with relief. Ignoring the light rain, she leaned out. The city was known as the crown jewel of the colonies, but she could never have imagined walkways crowded with people. There were dozens of shops with bright awnings. Boys carrying wig boxes pushed between wagons with white hemp covers. And everywhere—brick. The houses, the walkways, even the watch boxes—all built of warm, red brick.


The stage slowed and turned sharply under a sign picturing a knight, a sword, and a fire-eating dragon.


“Stop!” Mrs. Proctor poked the driver in the back with her cane. “You’re to take me to Gray’s Alley.”


“I’m contracted to take you to Saint George and the Dragon and not an inch further,” he said, pulling into the yard. “Ho! Hold my team,” he called to a lounging stable boy. Then he got down and began to throw out the hide trunks.


“Insolence! I shall report you,” Mrs. Proctor snapped. “Girl, wait here and guard the trunks while I find the innkeeper, Mr. Beale. It will cost me, but he has chaises for hire.”


Sarah bit her tongue and stepped down. Her hair itched, her homemade dress was filthy, but the journey was almost over, and she had managed to keep the temper her mother had struggled to subdue. “No matter what the provocation, never be unmannerly to the elderly.” Mrs. Proctor would have no reason to complain about Parson Champion’s rude daughter.


Two sturdy men came out of the inn and paused nearby. One shook his head. “I told Mr. Beale he’d better start laying in drink for those thirsty British officers.”


“You told him that?”


“Bad news. Yesterday I met a man who’s been watching the troops since they landed at the Head of the Elk in Maryland. Seems that after leaving New York, they were becalmed at sea for weeks. Horses starved and thrown overboard. Now the troops have recovered, commandeered horses, and they’re on the march, coming this way. Lines of men and cannon as far as the eye can see. It’s the largest force the British ever sent off. Fusiliers, dragoons, Hessians, and hordes of camp followers in the rear.”


“Good God. In July we heard they’d sailed north to join General Burgoyne. What about General Washington?”


“His ragtag militia has only drilled on village greens. There’s no way he can keep the British from taking the city. What’s more, our Congress is weak and unable to put aside their politics and grievances. These are hazardous times, my friend. We must prepare for occupation.


The men walked off. Sarah stood motionless, twisting her hands. Occupation. No escape. The stage was still here. She could get a seat and go home, but that seemed wrong. What would James do? His friends in Colonel Selden’s battalion told the family that he had died bravely from a bayonet wound in the stomach—and she knew the answer. James would stand straight and face the enemy. James would not turn tail and run.


A shabby chaise driven by a hollow-cheeked driver pulled up, and Mrs. Proctor leaned out. “Get in, girl.” The driver loaded the trunks and the chaise moved into the busy street.


Mrs. Proctor sat back, plucking at her skirt with gray-mitted hands.


“They’re saying that the British will be here in a few weeks. My poor city. I warned you, girl, but you refused to listen. Now you must face the consequences.” She turned her head and looked at Sarah. “A pity, because you have a good heart, girl. The Lord should never have given you that face and figure. Our paths won’t cross again.”


At Gray’s Alley, boys playing games on the footway made faces when they saw Mrs. Proctor. She climbed down, ordered the driver to carry her trunk, and limped toward her small house, rapping a boy on the head with her cane as she passed.


Sarah ran her hands over the worn leather seat and took a deep breath. One trial was over. Her aunt might live in squalor, but no work could be harder than forking hay and shearing sheep. If faced with unreasonable demands and bad temper, she must think of her mother and not complain.


The sky overhead was now a solid black. The driver snapped his whip as the chaise rattled over a narrow bridge spanning a stream of green water; the street was deserted except for a fashionably dressed lady hurrying along, holding an umbrella, and leading a little girl wearing a hoop skirt. At the corner, Sarah watched as a maid drew water from a public well, her shoulders hunched against the rain. Tomorrow she herself might be standing at a public well.


The chaise started down a long, sloping street; even in the dim light, she could see that the brick houses were very fine. Three stories high with fan lights over the doors.


Suddenly a deafening crash of thunder shook the chimney pots. The thin horse flung up his head. The driver tugged at the reins and stopped in front of the largest house. She leaned forward.


“Why are you stopping?”


“My horse is skittish in storms,” he shouted. “I can’t let go the reins. You’ll have to lift the trunk out yourself.”


“But this isn’t the right house.”


“Miss, I’m paid to take you to Mrs. Thomas Sage’s house on Third Street. Everyone knows it.”


“No, you’re wrong. This can’t be right. My aunt isn’t rich. Wait while I ask at the door.”


The hide trunk was heavy. She managed to get it onto the walkway, then ran up the steps and began to bang down the brass knocker.


“Louder,” the driver called.


A barrage of thunder cut off his words. Lightning flashed. The horse reared up. Seconds later the chaise was careening down the street, rocking from side to side.


She stared after the chaise, already at the bottom of the hill. During her life there had been moments of extreme fear: the axe falling on her father’s foot cutting deep into the bone, the fire in the barn, but nothing so terrifying as finding herself alone in a strange city. Alone in a terrible storm. Alone at the wrong house.


A chimney pot fell and shattered a few feet away on the walkway. She beat on the door.


“Let me in,” she screamed. “Someone come and let me in.”


At last bolts slid back. An old black man stood there, buttoning his maroon and gold coat. He looked at her dripping dress and bonnet.


“Mrs. Thomas Sage,” she gasped. “Is this her house?”


“Mrs. Sage not at home, an’ we don’ give to beggars.” The door began to close. She reached for the handle.


“Wait. I’m not a beggar. I’m her niece from Connecticut. She wrote and invited me to come.”


“Don’ know ’bout any niece. Be off with you.”


“No!” She held onto the handle. Mail was uncertain; her mother’s letter must never have arrived. Somehow she must keep the old man from turning her away. “Mrs. Sage is my mother’s sister. I was invited here for the winter. Tell me your name,” she said in the firm voice her mother used with hired help.


“Me Cato.”


“Listen to me, Cato. I’ve been a week on the stage. My trunk is on the walkway, and I’m very wet. Let me in at once. It’s what your mistress would want you to do.”


He sniffed, stuck out his lower lip, peered at the trunk lying between rivulets of water, and opened the door. “Wait here. I get Lorelia. Maybe she know somethin’ ’bout a niece.” He disappeared, muttering under his breath.


The hall was wide with tall mahogany doors and a long curving staircase. With shaking fingers, she took off the dripping bonnet and laid it on the floor, afraid it would mar the table.


High-pitched voices were coming toward her. She put a hand on the wall to steady herself. First the dire news of a British invasion, now the shock that Aunt Sage wasn’t poor and ill. She was rich. She had servants. She didn’t need help from a country niece. It made no sense—no sense at all—but anything was better than being abandoned in a fierce storm, screaming like a two-year-old as chimney pots crashed down on her head.





CHAPTER
TWO


September 4, 1777


Sarah was not thrown out on the street. Big, smiling Lorelia was in charge of the household when the mistress was away at Sageton, her country house. When summoned, Lorelia remembered that the mistress had invited a niece from Connecticut for a long visit, though no one knew when she might arrive.


From that moment on, pretty young missie was made welcome and given every attention. Instead of sleeping with her little sister Mary in a cubbyhole behind the keeping room, she had a large bedroom with a fireplace decorated with Delft tiles. She was served tempting food, and her homespun dresses were washed and ironed.


For three days, she darted around the city like a hummingbird, absorbing new sights. She visited the busy market where ladies, followed by maids with baskets, pinched cabbages and smelled butter. She saw a courthouse with a double staircase and an asylum where lunatics stumbled and danced behind the walls. And everywhere she went, she was amazed to see people going about their business as if the British had never left England. Few wore the black cockade of independence.


In the evenings, she explored the big house with its white ballroom and admired the harpsichord and crystal sconces. She sat in the elegant front room with swagged brocade curtains and a Turkish carpet.


But at night as she lay in the big four poster bed hung with crewel, insistent questions loomed. Why hadn’t Mrs. Proctor told her that Mrs. Sage was so rich? Why on earth had this aunt sent for a niece she had never seen? What was she expected to do in a house full of slaves?


Late in the afternoon of the fourth day, she was upstairs brushing the street dust out of her hair when the quiet was broken by the sound of running feet and cries: “The mistress! The mistress is come!”


She ran to a window and looked down. A maroon and gold carriage had pulled up to the door. A young black boy in matching livery with an ostrich plume in his hat jumped from the box. Cato stood on the walkway, bowing and smiling.


A lady stepped out. Her face was turned away, but Sarah could see that she was tall and held herself very straight. Saying a word to Cato, she proceeded up the steps. With the air of a reigning queen, Mrs. Sage had returned, and Sarah knew that her carefree days were over. From now on she must be watchful and polite, and never give in to the impulsive high spirits that her mother had tried so hard to correct. She adjusted her collar, smoothed her hair, and went down to meet her aunt.


Mrs. Sage’s greeting was courteous and cool. “I had no word that you were coming, but I trust Lorelia looked after you well.”


“She did. Very well.”


The evening meal was served by Cato wearing white gloves. As she ate, Sarah made a quick assessment. Her mother and her aunt were both tall, with dark eyes and strong narrow faces, but Mrs. Sage wore a powdered wig; her dress was made of silk. She asked perfunctory questions about the family; then she rose and led the way to the front room.


The evening was warm. Through the open window, the smell of stagnant water was pungent. This was season for yellow fever, the scourge that had killed so many in the city.


Sarah seated herself on a carved wooden chair and folded her hands. Mrs. Sage picked up a tambour and began to put delicate stitches into a piece of embroidery. When Cato appeared with a heavy silver tray, she put down the tambour.


“You’ll have tea, Niece?”


“Thank you.” Sarah took the cup and saucer from Cato, sipped, and choked violently. This was no mixture of loosestrife and raspberry leaves. This was loyalist tea brought over from England. Her parents would be horrified.


Mrs. Sage raised her eyebrows. “Are you not well?”


“I—I’m not thirsty, ma’am.” She swallowed and put the cup down. Spiteful Mrs. Proctor knew that the Champions were patriots who had lost a son in the war. She must have known that Mrs. Sage was a loyalist. When she heard the British were coming, her sense of Christian duty had compelled her to make a few veiled warnings, but that was all.


Slowly, Elizabeth Sage sipped her tea. She considered herself a good judge of people, and she was seldom surprised. After thinking long and hard about sending for a niece she had never seen, she had decided to take the gamble. To be of any use for what she had in mind, the girl must have looks, or the visit would be a short one.


With the eye of a connoisseur, she made a quick assessment. Nose too short, mouth a little wide, but the large hazel eyes set far apart were appealing, the hair an unusual shade between warm brown and flaming red. The girl had a lovely figure and a charming set to her head. Not quite a classic beauty, but the gamble had worked. The girl must stay, but to sip her tea as if it were poison— these patriot views must be nipped in the bud.


As Cato left, she picked up her tambour and selected another strand of silk. “Tell me, Niece, which side does your family follow?”


“We are patriots. The British killed my brother at the Battle of Long Island.” It still hurt to talk about James.


“A sad loss. And what has become of loyalist families in Myles?”


“There were only a few, but they left and went to Canada. The law in Connecticut says that all Tory property may be confiscated.”


“Not surprising, but you should know that here in Philadelphia, we are not of one mind about independence. Few are willing to risk their lives and fortunes for the sake of a few rabble-rousers in New England.” She put down the tambour and looked at Sarah. “It’s time to speak plainly. No doubt you are wondering why I sent for you.”


Sarah nodded.


“Well, the answer is simple. Your mother has a number of children. I have none. I’m a childless widow, growing older, and I need to have a young person with me, a member of my family.”


Silence. Sarah stared down at the Turkish carpet, biting back anger. Instead of graceful hands that plucked at silk threads, she could see her mother making hay in the hot fields. Sitting up late at night spinning wool to make winter coats for soldiers. What could her aunt want from a young person? A puppet to dress? A doll to accompany her around town? She too must speak plainly.


“Ma’am, you wrote and asked for help. My mother thought you might be poor and ill. She had no idea that you’re a loyalist with slaves. It’s harvest time, and I’m needed on the farm.”


“Indeed.” Mrs. Sage got to her feet and went to the window. For a moment she stood there, fingering the spectacles that hung from her neck by a ribbon. Then she turned. “Very well. There was no deception on my part, but if you wish to leave, you may go home on the next stage. I’ll pay your fare. I ask only that you open your mind and listen to my offer.”


“Offer?”


“Blood is thicker than water, and the offer is generous. Consider this. You can live out your life in a small, narrow-minded village. On the other hand, if you stay with me for a winter, your life will change. You will shed your country manners. There will be lessons in deportment. You will learn how to conduct yourself in the best society, able to make a place for yourself wherever life may take you. What do you say to that?”


Sarah didn’t move, but her mind was racing. Lessons. A chance to live in a city. Dress like the girls she had seen walking in the streets. Should she accept? Once again, she thought of James. She could see the pleased look on his face as he marched away with Colonel Samuel Selden’s battalion. James had been passionate about leaving Myles to explore a bigger world. Find out how other people lived. His answer came with force.


“Stay with the old tartar,” he would say. “Ignore her politics. Learn all you can from her. This may be your only chance to better yourself.”


“Well, Niece?”


She raised her head. “My brother died to make this country independent. I will never change my views on that. Never.”


“Hoity toity, no need to show temper. I don’t ask you to change your views, just not to parade them in front of my friends.”


“What if the British occupy the city and I can’t leave?”


“With money and influence, passes can be arranged. Your answer?”


Sarah pressed her nails into the palms of her hands. James was right. It might be her only chance to improve and better herself, and she could learn fast. As for the British, she would pray long and hard every night that General Washington and his brave men would keep them from entering the city.


Outside, the night watchman was making his rounds. “Ten o’clock and all’s well,” he called as he went by. “Ten o’clock on a warm summer evening, and all’s well.”


She sat straight in the chair and folded her hands. “I’ve made up my mind, Aunt. Thank you. I will stay.”





CHAPTER
THREE


September 12, 1777


Sarah’s prayers were not answered. A week later, every coffeehouse in the city was filled with citizens anxious for the news of the battle at the Brandywine River. Rumors flew from house to house, street to street. General Washington had been mortally wounded. No, it was the young French aristocrat, the Marquis de Lafayette, and it was only his leg. Some said the Continental Army had been decimated on Osborne Hill. Others claimed that a large number had escaped in the dark, running pell-mell down the Chester Road. Loyalists greeted each other with smiles. Patriots went home and began to make plans to uproot their families.


This morning Mrs. Sage and Sarah were in the upstairs withdrawing room consulting with Madame Dessart, the city’s most fashionable dressmaker. Mrs. Sage was in the process of ordering the best of everything for her niece: imported ivory fans, silk shoes with jeweled buckles, a swansdown cloak. When Sarah protested, Mrs. Sage had raised her eyebrows. “Kindly don’t tell me how to spend my money, Niece.”


She was studying a length of silk when Cato opened the door. “Mr. Josiah here, ma’am. He say he have important business.”


“Indeed. I didn’t expect—well, ask him to wait in the parlor.” She turned to Sarah. “Josiah Trent is the son of my late husband’s partner. Both men died years ago, and Josiah inherited his father’s shares in the business.”


“What business is that, Aunt?”


The thin eyebrows went up. “Sage and Trent is one of the largest trading companies in the colonies. Before the embargo stopped trade, our ships carried flour and timber to England. Slaves and molasses from the Indies.” She paused. “I’d hoped to keep you out of sight until your clothes were ready. Come down, but try to hide your hands.”


Sarah bit her lip. Her father was the leading citizen in Myles. No one looked down on the Champions.


A stout young man was standing in front of the fireplace, adjusting his neckpiece in the mirror. He turned and said, “Good morning, ma’am.”


“Good morning, Josiah. You must meet my niece, Miss Sarah Champion. She has come from Connecticut for a long visit.”


Sarah put her hands behind her back and made a small curtsy. The young man looked surprised; then he bowed. “Your servant, Miss Champion.”


“Sit down, Josiah,” Mrs. Sage said, taking her usual chair. “Pray, what is this pressing business that takes you out so early?”


“Captain Denning has taken the ships farther south. He wants to know if he should continue on to Charleston.”


As they talked, Sarah studied Josiah from under her lashes. His stockings had embroidered clocks from ankle to knee. His coat was of figured silk over a vest trimmed with lace, and his clubbed hair was tied back in a silk bag. Fine feathers, she decided, but there was a sullen set to the mouth, a softness to the chin.


“... in the future, Josiah, I will communicate with Captain Denning and give him his instructions. Is that understood?”


Josiah shifted in his chair and nodded.


“Good.” She folded her hands. “Now that you are here, what can you tell us about yesterday’s battle?”


“It seems the Hessians under General von Knyphausen went to meet the rebels at the Brandywine River. When they reached Chadds Ford, they halted. Pretended they were about to cross and attack the rebels on the opposite bank. There was an early morning fog. General Cornwallis was able to trick Washington’s intelligence and make a surprise march up the Great Valley Road. The plan was to outflank the rebels, capture Washington, and send his ragtag men crawling back to their holes.”


“Indeed. And then?”


“Washington’s intelligence failed him. He should have been trapped, but when Cornwallis’s soldiers reached Sconnelltown, they had orders to fall out and eat. By the time the fighting started, it was getting dark and the rebels ran away.”


Sarah listened, clenching her fists. Ragtag men who should crawl back to their holes—it was all she could to sit still and hold her tongue.


“Unfortunate, but I think we’ve heard quite enough about the fighting.” Mrs. Sage adjusted her morning cap. “Next week, Josiah, I am giving a reception to present my niece to society. I expect you to be there. As well, kindly come tomorrow afternoon and instruct her in the dance. Her father is a leading citizen in Myles, but she’s had no chance to learn the latest steps.”


“Instruct your niece—” He pulled at his neckcloth. “My military duties with the Queen’s Rangers may prevent—that is, it will be my pleasure. Servant, ladies.” He made a small bow and hurried to the door. A weakling, Sarah decided. A weakling who allowed her aunt to lead him around by the nose.


Mrs. Sage stood up. “About this reception, Niece. It should be a large ball, but too many young men have joined Mr. Cadwallader’s Silk Stocking Company or the Queen’s Rangers. Still, it’s important to learn the steps, and Josiah will do as well as a hired dancing master. Come along. If Madame Dessart wants more of my custom, she must finish your dresses by Friday. It’s time you appeared in public, and I will not have the world laughing at you behind my back.”


In silence, Sarah followed her aunt up the stairs. Dance while General Washington’s army struggled to survive? Be silent when he was insulted? Impossible to hide her feelings. Impossible to pack her trunk and leave. The clothes—the lessons—a reception—she had given in to temptation. Now she was caught fast in the trap that she herself had set.





CHAPTER
FOUR


September 15, 1777


Andrew Warren limped toward Robert Strant’s bookshop, leaning on his cane. Swearing under his breath, he tried to adjust a wide-brimmed hat over straggly white hair. Wigs were the trickiest item in his new collection of disguises—disguises that were the bane of his existence. He had joined the Continental army as a lieutenant in the First Massachusetts. The transfer to intelligence had come because his looks were well-suited to a variety of disguises: height a little above average, dark hair, gray eyes, no remarkable features.


Last week he had been summoned to General Washington’s temporary headquarters. After the disastrous intelligence failure at the Brandywine, the general was working around the clock to expand his faulty service. Lieutenant Warren had been promoted to captain and given orders to station himself in the city and develop an underground network of spies, informers, and double agents. Men and women from all walks of life who would collect valuable information and pass it to him, risking their lives.


With a last tug at his hat, he went up the steps and limped into the shop.


“Good day, sir. How may I serve you?” The bookseller, Robert Strant, came forward from behind the counter. He was a small, compact man; his sandy hair was streaked with white, and his eyes were a pale, expressionless gray.


“Good day, Mr. Strant,” Warren quavered. “By chance, do you have a book called The Sorrows of Young Werther by Goethe?”


The bookseller gave him an assessing look. “Please step this way,” he said with a trace of a foreign accent. It was said that this once penniless immigrant from Germany provided a number of unusual services if one gave the password Werther.


“For information, go to Strant,” Warren had been told. “It will cost you an arm and a leg, but he has the city at his fingertips. Contacts everywhere.”


As they reached the back room, he glanced around, every sense alert, noting that a small room with a door led to an alley. The bookshop was an ideal place for agents to exchange information—and smoking out enemy agents was now his top priority.


Strant sat down at a desk covered with papers and motioned him to a straight-backed wooden chair. “Yes, sir? If a customer comes in, I must leave you.”


Warren laid down his cane. “I won’t waste your time, Mr. Strant,” he said in the shakiest voice he could manage. “I believe the British will occupy the city in the next few months.”


“A reasonable assumption.”


“That being so, I am prepared to pay for the name of a person who can gain access to General Howe’s inner circle.”


The bookseller frowned. “His inner circle? That would be difficult, sir. General Sir William Howe will have his own servants.”


“No doubt, but I look for a person who will be invited to his parties and can report on what is said at dinner. Better yet, after dinner. Port loosens tongues.”


“Indeed.” Strant sat back. “Before we continue, you should know my terms. When given the correct password, I buy and sell information. I take no sides. I have no politics, and I have a very poor memory. Each transaction is erased from my mind the moment I am paid. In gold.”


“I understand.”


“Now for your request.” Strant tapped his fingers on the scarred table. “I think it should be a lady.”


“A lady?”


“Sir William has a mistress over here, a Mrs. Loring from Massachusetts. It would take time to replace her, but it’s a possibility.”


“I don’t aim that high. I would want a lady who will serve one side, not two. One who is motivated by patriotism, not money.”


“A patriotic lady. Sufficiently attractive to be invited into Sir William’s circle, and clever enough to recognize valuable information and pass it on. The price would be fifty gold sovereigns for a name only. No guarantees. If I am unable to find such a lady, no charge.”


Warren hesitated. The man was clever, playing a dangerous game. If he had seen through the disguise, he might alert an enemy agent. In moments the old man would be arrested and on his way to be interrogated. Best to leave as soon as possible.


“Fifty sovereigns is a large sum. A very large sum,” he quavered. “I must make arrangements.” He got to his feet with an effort and started toward the door; elderly men were apt to have arthritic knees.


“By all means, sir. One moment. You’re forgetting your cane.”


“Ah, yes, good day.” He picked it up, annoyed at the slip, then limped through the shop and out onto the footway. Several young ladies were going into the shop, chattering and laughing.


As he went down Cypress Street, he considered the two-faced bookseller who said he had no politics and took no sides. A barefaced lie, and no doubt his prices would go up in the next few weeks. The shop ought to be watched, but by someone else. It was too risky for him to go there again.


As he reached Market Street, he looked around. Lead spouts and gutters had been removed from houses to make bullets for the Continental Army, giving their façades a shaved, unfinished look. Bells from the State House and Christ Church had been taken to a place of safety. Soldiers had collected blankets and clothing from householders. Not long ago, delegates to the Second Continental Congress had made an undignified departure in the middle of the night, rushing away pell-mell in carriages and wagons. One man was in such a fright that he rode off bareback, not even waiting to saddle up.


He walked faster. For him, the war had started on a hot June day in 1775. He had been in his second year at Harvard College, immersing himself in Greek, Latin, logic, and ethics. He had studied late and was wakened by the sound of church bells ringing the alarm. Throwing on his cap and gown, he rushed from Cambridge to the family mansion on Boston’s Queen Street. During the night, the patriots had thrown up a battery on Breed’s Hill, and the British occupation forces had attacked. Now his family and the townspeople were crowding together on rooftops, watching the town of Charlestown burn. He joined them, blinking at the sight of Charlestown across the water ablaze, spires flaming like beacons. In the harbor, the British warships, the Lively and the Somerset, were maneuvering slowly, firing above the transport boats heading for Morton’s Point. Already masses of men in white and scarlet had landed; the lines extended far up the hillside, closing in on the mound with fixed bayonets.


Later that evening, men with faces black with gunpowder came to the Warren home. Cousin Joseph Warren, a brilliant physician and president of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress had died fighting as the enemy captured the redoubt on Breed’s Hill. “He came as a volunteer wearing a fine embroidered vest,” they said. “He died fighting so some of us could escape after we ran out of ammunition.”


Cousin Joseph had been young Andrew Warren’s mentor and close friend; Andrew would never forgive himself for not being at his side. The next day, to the dismay of his loyalist father, he had enlisted in the Continental Army, hoping to avenge his cousin in battle. Now it seemed he might have to spend months—maybe years—slinking about city streets in disguise. Watched by a growing number of double agents and spies. Hiding at night like an animal. A dangerous life, but the failure to spot the British on that early morning march by the Brandywine was a disaster that must be prevented from happening again.


As long as he lived, he would never forget lying on the hillside at Chadds Ford, watching the British troops coming out of the shadows below. Across the narrow strip of water, Washington had assembled his best men: John Sullivan of New Hampshire commanded the right wing, with Anthony Wayne of Pennsylvania to the left, and Nathanael Greene of Rhode Island in the center. An advantageous position, and from general to drummer boy, hopes were rising that a victory would convince the world of their fighting worth.


It didn’t happen. A wheezing local squire, Major Spear, had galloped to headquarters, warning that a second army of redcoats had marched up the Great Valley road, crossing the river at Jefferis Ford. They were resting in Sconnelltown, giving Washington just enough time to regroup. Fading light allowed his outnumbered men to escape down the Chester Road, but the misfortunes of the day could have been prevented by better intelligence, a commodity as vital as arms or food.


As Andrew passed the public markets, he slowed and lowered his head. This was a city in waiting, not knowing what to expect, but he had lived in Boston during an enemy occupation. He knew about the dirt. The destruction of property. The incidents of violence by lawless men. The shortage of food and wood. How would it end? For him, there was only the life of a spy—and the likely chance that he might die twisting at the end of a hangman’s rope.





CHAPTER
FIVE


September 18, 1777


Mrs. Thomas Sage’s white ballroom was famous in a city of beautiful houses. Three nights ago, carriages and sedan chairs had rolled up to the door on Third Street. The ballroom glowed with dozens of candles. Musicians played. Champagne was served. Sarah received with her aunt, curtseying to gentlemen in brocade coats and ladies in powdered wigs and wide skirts. Her gown of white silk over a quilted petticoat was decorated with yards of fine lace.


The atmosphere grew animated almost to the point of shrillness, but smiles and laughter hid a strong undercurrent of tension. Sir William Howe was said to be well-disposed toward Americans, but even those loyal to the king knew that a pleasant way of life was about to end. No occupied city could avoid pain and destruction.


This morning Mrs. Sage and Sarah sat in the dining room finishing their breakfast, though Cato no longer waited on them wearing white gloves. Yesterday all the slaves except Daniel, Cato, Lorelia, and Pompey had left for Sageton in the country. “Fewer mouths to feed,” Mrs. Sage told Sarah,” and I prefer a winter with the British than to be at the mercy of profiteers who call themselves Committees of Safety. We saw what happened last year in Jersey when the have-nots found themselves in the driver’s seat. I have more faith in the British to control their men than in our militia captains, and I hope I’m proved right.”


The day was bright and sunny. Mrs. Sage put down her coffee cup. “Please go to Mr. Strant’s and see if my books have arrived. Then I have a task for you here, so don’t dawdle with your new friends.”


“No, Aunt.” During the reception, she had been aware that the girls her age were passing judgment on William Lang’s arrangement of her hair, her white silk gown, her buckled slippers. She had no hopes of being admitted into their tight little circle, but as they left, Becky Franks whispered in her ear, “Our mothers told us to be polite, but we didn’t know you would be so pretty. Meet us tomorrow at Mr. Strant’s bookshop. We go there every morning.”


Mrs. Sage busied herself with papers. Sarah went to get her new clogs and skimmer hat, and moments later she was hurrying down the street.


Her first visit to the bookshop had been a revelation. Parson Champion believed in a classical education for girls, but here, temptingly displayed, were the latest novels from London. She admitted to Mr. Strant that she had no French, no musical talent, and couldn’t embroider. He was sympathetic and recommended The Amours and Travels of Two English Gentlemen in Italy.


Today the girls were already there, and Becky Franks was scolding Mr. Strant. “It’s too bad of you, Mr. Strant. Very much too bad. You must have a new shipment from somewhere. We are sick to death of Dr. Young’s Night Thoughts.”


“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Miss Franks, but there’ll be no more shipments while the rebels hold forts in the river and keep the British fleet from coming up.”


“Those two little forts are spoiling all our fun. I could take those nasty rebels by the throat and shake them.”


Mr. Strant turned to Sarah. “Good morning, Miss Champion. How may I serve you?”


She made a little curtsy. “Good morning, sir. Does this mean my aunt will have to wait for her books?”


“It does. My apologies,” he said with a smile. Not many young ladies curtsied to tradesmen.


Peggy Shippen shook her blonde curls. “No browsing today, Sarah. We’re going to the Chews to practice papyrotamia.”


“Papy—what?”


“Making designs out of paper. It’s the latest fashion in New York.”


“That may be, but my aunt wants me to come straight home.”


Becky Franks raised her hands. “Your aunt is a mean taskmaster. I wonder you can put up with—no, I don’t wonder. I would never dare to cross that lady.”


Sarah smiled. She was learning to hold her tongue when patriots were berated—and it was hard to despise these lively girls, her new friends. There had been little time for being with friends in Myles.


The walkways were crowded with shoppers as Sarah hurried along. She was becoming used to her aunt’s eccentricities, her little cigars and constant use of a special kind of snuff. Lately there had been no talk of politics. In fact, she was beginning to admire her aunt’s capable and evenhanded way of managing the large city house and Sageton, the vast country estate.


In her two letters home, Sarah had written that she was well, her aunt was kind, but that it was almost certain that the British would soon occupy the city. That was all. No need to tell them that Mrs. Sage was a loyalist, or how quickly their daughter was adjusting to a frivolous life. Still, there was no harm in learning how to use a fan and conduct a polite conversation. These were only superficial changes. She would help her aunt through the occupation and go home ready to wear homespun and work in the fields again.
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