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Chapter 1

"You, girl, bring me a chicken!"

The command was flung at Meadow from across the chaos of the kitchen where Esther, the fat, sweating cook, directed preparations for the evening banquet. Recalling the impact of the woman's heavy fists, Meadow dropped her paring knife and scurried to obey. She returned within minutes, a hen tucked triumphantly under one arm.

As she stood in the doorway brushing at a tendril of auburn hair that escaped her mobcap during the chase, a pair of serving maids working nearby peeked at her and exchanged amused glances. Both were overcome with a sudden fit of coughing. One turned quickly away while the other covered her face with the hem of her apron.

The butler strode past with freshly polished silver. His eyebrows lifted at the sight of the hen. One corner of his mouth began to quiver, and his step quickened.

Meadow glanced uncertainly from the maids to the butler's shaking backside. Nothing at all had been said about killing the chicken, but as quiet snickers spread throughout the room, she began to suspect her mistake.

A few more servants looked up with grinning faces then someone whooped out loud, "Esther, there's your chicken!"

Just then, the bird gave a loud squawk, and a wave of laughter rumbled through the cluttered room. The cook turned to look, those powerful fists coming to rest on her hips, and Meadow felt heat steal up the collar of her dress. At the same moment, a servant with an armload of firewood bumped in the door behind her, sending the hen fluttering over the gray flagstone floor - straight for the cook.

Esther made one desperate, futile lunge. "Catch that bird!"

The room exploded as a dozen merry servants took up the chase like a pack of hounds after a fox. The panicked chicken ducked under a table and shot past another pair of arms, squawking to loosen the shingles. Somebody - Meadow thought it was the butler - missed the hen and overturned a bowl of salad greens which were followed closely by a sack of flour.

A white, dusty haze enveloped the room. The butler swore, Esther bellowed, and breathless serving girls scampered through the fog enjoying themselves immensely. Meadow had never seen the kitchen in such disarray.

Suddenly, the boney hand of the head mistress swooped down and grasped the chicken by the neck, cutting it off mid-squawk. Her presence squelched all hilarity like mud thrown on a flame.

Widow Pym thrust the hen at Meadow, her eyes barely containing her contempt. "In two hours, twenty-seven dinner guests will be driving up to Lord Dennison's front door. If this hen isn't dead in five minutes, I vow to heaven, you are going to be!"

Meadow took the bird and skulked from the now-silent room.

But she paused on the doorstep just outside the kitchen. How did one kill a chicken? She had plucked them, cooked them and served them, but someone else always dispatched them. Stumbling toward the chopping block, the February air quickly cooled her shame.

She cradled the hen in one hand and picked up the hatchet with the other. She couldn't hope to keep all her fingers if she chopped with only one hand. But if she put the hen down, she'd have to start the chase all over again. She wasted most of her five minutes looking from one hand to the other. As she wavered, an early guest rode his mount into the stable.

The guest reappeared on foot. He was a young man with pleasant features and long, brown hair tied in a queue. Meadow hoped he'd move along and leave her to her task, but he paused and stood a moment watching her.

"Having some trouble?" His eyes crinkled with amusement.

Meadow bit her lip, mortified.

The man took the chicken from her hand. Pulling a length of string from his pocket, he looped it about the bird's head. "This can be a bit tricky, but if you'll just hold these..."

He handed her the ends and stretched the unfortunate bird across the block. Meadow closed her eyes and in a moment the job was done.

"Thank you," she whispered, ducking her head.

"No, thank you. Roasted chicken is my favorite dish." With a smile, the young man disappeared around the front of the manor house.

∗ ∗ ∗

Several hours later, Meadow worked to clear away soiled dishes, piling them high on a silver tray. Conversations spun around her like the wintry drafts that blew down the chimney and swirled about the corners of the dining room. Despite the cold, Meadow's forehead glistened with dew drops of perspiration.

"I'm honored that you could spend your leave under my roof, Nephew." Hathbane Denison sat at the head of the table clad in a green velvet waistcoat that stretched over the bulge of his stomach and fastened with a parade of gold buttons. On his head perched an outlandish wig, and his cheeks were pinked with rouge.

Meadow grimaced. The finery did little to alter her master's size or his temper, which both resembled those of a grizzly bear.

"I trust you'll find Wellshire more restful than Boston. Tell us, what is the state of affairs in the rebellious city?"

A young man leaned forward to answer, dressed in the scarlet uniform of a British officer. "Dreadful, I'm afraid, Uncle Hathbane. The colonists are insolent and disrespectful to my men, and they challenge every new regulation. They simply refuse to be governed."

"Surely the blockade of their harbor will stem the rebellion."

All eyes shifted to the new speaker, a thin man with lips that sagged like old lettuce. "They will think twice when their bellies grow hollow and their children beg for bread. King George was right to lay down the law, don't you agree, Hampton?" 

Hampton, who looked remarkably like a bulldog, nodded gravely, his jowls quivering among the layers of silk and lace tied beneath them. "I agree completely, Mr. Grimes. He'd be wise to treat New York in the same way. And Philadelphia as well. The cities are filled with sedition."

"Hear! Hear!" Grimes exclaimed, slapping a boney hand down on the table.

Lord Dennison sneered, "Gentlemen, the king has little to fear from these colonists. They are nothing but undisciplined, uneducated peasants. Their rebellion simply proves their need for firm leadership."

Meadow had little interest in politics and very little faith that rebel activities in the far off cities would produce anything but trouble for all the colonies. England was simply too strong. The British could do whatever they liked. That had been proven to her at a very young age.

"I think the colonists have done a fine job governing themselves while London has been busy elsewhere."

Meadow stole a peek at the speaker. He was the young guest from the hen yard.

"After all, most of them come from solid English stock. They're only airing their grievances. Once our differences are settled, I believe the colonists will become proper British subjects once again."

"Blast it all, Dobbs!" Hathbane roared. "'Airing their grievances?' Is that what you call their treachery? Their boycotts and bonfires and riots? Flaming Hades, man, they dumped a whole shipload of tea into the harbor!"

"They only want what they've always had," Dobbs explained, "and fair representation before the king in the event of further legislation." "You mean they want to continue to pay no taxes," growled Hathbane.

A middle-aged woman leaned forward, rustling a heavy damask gown. "Really," she voiced, "politics at the dinner table is so unbecoming. Might I request more pleasant conversation?"

The men shifted uncomfortably and nodded their polite agreement.

She rewarded them with a haughty smile. Turning to Lord Dennison she added, "Surely you understand if you would take a wife she would never allow this sort of disgrace to befall your table. Now my daughter, Veronica, just turned seventeen-" Her husband broke in, "Don't badger the man, Martha!"

During the awkward lull, Meadow slipped between Dobbs and Hampton, removing their soup bowls in preparation for the next course. She stretched across the table to reach for an empty platter but extended herself too far. The dish slipped from her fingers with a clatter, a small chip appearing about the edge.

"Clumsy girl!" Hathbane roared, his massive bulk raising several seats away. A score of disapproving eyes whisked to her slight frame. "Are you not aware this china has been in my family for five generations?"

Meadow felt her face burn a deeper scarlet, and she could feel the daggers of reproach being shot across the room at her from the harsh head mistress. Flustered, she grabbed at more dishes, her shaking fingers rattling them alarmingly.

Dobbs reached out to steady the pile and offered Meadow an encouraging smile.

Lord Dennison's eyebrows pulled together to form a single, hard line across his forehead. She knew he refrained from striking her only because his guests looked on, but his fury raged just beneath the surface.

"Have you got cloth for ears? Those dishes are irreplaceable. Exercise some care or your thick fingers will find themselves hoeing tobacco in my fields come spring."

The room grew uncomfortably still. Blinking back tears, Meadow made a show of gathering the last of the dishes and stacked them carefully on her tray. Then with a heave, she escaped backward through the swinging door at the rear of the room, her skirt swishing dust from the floorboards.

The kitchen stank of wood smoke and the sweat of too many bodies. Elbowing through servant girls who smirked as she passed, Meadow scuffed over the flagstones and dropped her burden on a low trestle table.

"Pompous old fool!" she muttered between teeth clenched so tightly they made her jaw ache.

"What was that, dear?" A frail old woman was bent over a tub of soiled dishes. "Who fought a duel?"

Meadow took a deep breath and somehow mustered a steady tone. "Not a duel, Sarah," she said loudly. "Fuel. I think the wood box needs replenishing. I'll be right back."

"Jack? Nay, lass, I haven't seen him. Probably behind the woodshed with a flask of that devil's brew," the old woman croaked, swiping at a greasy platter. "Idle, good-for-nothing-"

Meadow hurried out of the kitchen before the old woman finished her tirade against the chauffeur, dead these past three years. Behind her, the setting sun set her hair ablaze.

The yard lay encased in the hard grip of winter. Hidden under a blanket of snow, jagged ruts clutched at her feet as she rushed across the yard to the woodshed. She leaned weakly against the plank wall.

How she hated Hathbane Dennison! Wealthy, landed, and unforgivably arrogant, he embodied every quality she despised in the British gentry. Worst of all, his position gave him authority to do whatever he pleased. He was a tyrant, and she longed to leave his estate forever.

But that day would have to wait. She still owed him seven more years of her life.

∗ ∗ ∗

Fourteen years earlier, Meadow Wynn McKenzie entered the world on the same night her mother left it. Her father, Amos, a poor Irish tenant farmer, was left with the bewildering task of raising his only child alone. He fashioned a harness of sorts to carry the infant as he worked. Before long, the toddler tripped along behind him, chattering like a magpie and encouraging life in the farmer just as he coaxed it from the soil.

Amos doted on the child, who grew to be as fair, slender and inquisitive as he was craggy, brawny and mundane. The villagers shrugged their shoulders at unlikely pair, but there was no doubt of the affection they shared.

Despite their contentment, father and daughter lived as serfs of a bygone era, bound to the estate of the Englishman from whom they leased their fields. Rent claimed half their slim harvest of wheat, cabbage and potatoes, and only a few bony dairy cows supplemented their diet. They lived under thatch and cooked over peat, but the scorn of race and poverty failed to scar Meadow, sheltered as she was in her quiet corner of the empire.

Ownership of the vast estate had transferred hands just prior to Meadow's birth. The new landlord managed his acquisition from his residence in Birmingham, and the little village enjoyed nine years of peace. But the placid stretch could not last.

One day, the master whirled back like a cyclone to govern his Irish estate with a firm, greedy hand. Finding the village detrimental to his plans, he routed the whole of it, turning his tenants off land they had farmed for generations. Meadow and Amos suddenly found themselves without food, shelter or the means to acquire either.

Forced to book passage under terms of indenture, Meadow arrived in Boston Harbor with nothing but a passionate hatred for the British. The debt of her burly father was recovered immediately by a local businessman in exchange for seven years' labor, but a nine-year-old girl generated much less demand. She lingered in the stinking hold of the ship for three weeks with the sick whom no one wanted. Eventually purchased by Lord Dennison, she became destined for far off Wellshire, bound until the age of twenty-one. 

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow shivered in the dim interior of the woodshed, and the minutes evaporated like her anger. Determined not to show weakness in front of her master, she shored up her shoulders and marched back across the frozen yard, backtracking momentarily to grab a handful of firewood.

Reentering the kitchen, she dropped her load in the box beside the massive hearth. Then she took up a platter of roast pheasant garnished with frilly greens. The aroma wetted her mouth, but her own scant supper must wait till the distended bellies of the rich could hold no more.

As she receded to the swinging door to deliver the entree, she felt the clinging, bony grasp of Widow Pym on her shoulder. The head mistress was, at best, unpleasant, but she took particular delight in persecuting the young girl unlucky enough to be in her charge and born Irish.

"Not so hasty, girl," she said, peering down the length of a long, pinched nose. "Master Dennison still mutters about his porcelain. You'd best not enter his presence again this evening."

Relief poured through Meadow like wine into a goblet, but she kept her pleasure well-masked.

Sneering slightly, the austere woman pointed to the trestle table. "You will work there."

Meadow followed the finger with a sinking heart. Her original tray of dirty dishes had multiplied tenfold and covered the entire surface of the table, and the meal was not yet half over!

The woman snatched the pheasant from Meadow and whirled away to the dining room, her skirts swishing out their triumph. Meadow made a face at the swinging door.

"Did you find your puppy dog, dear?"

Meadow turned to find Sarah gazing at her with the innocence of a small child. "Yes, I found him."

"Aye, that be good. I was sure I saw it chasing the chickens, but I won't tell the master," the old woman confided, tittering behind a gnarled hand.

Meadow resigned herself to her task, methodically scrubbing the soiled dishes and handing them to Sarah to dry. All around her, the kitchen was a riot of sharp orders, hasty movement and loud noise, but Meadow remained planted at the low table, quietly enduring the stream of nonsense issuing from her companion.

At last, the frantic activity began to subside, and the flow of tableware dwindled to a trickle. The lavish meal had reached a close, and many of the couples would soon leave for want of a mistress to entertain the ladies. But Meadow knew the unescorted men would linger in the drawing room with her master.

Wooden buckets and tin washtubs began to appear as the staff left off serving and aided with clean up. Widow Pym left her imperious post in the kitchen to preside in the drawing room.

Weary of answering Sarah's absurdities, Meadow took advantage of the moment. She filled her apron with leftovers as stealthily as a weasel in a hen house. Then, snatching a wooden trencher off a shelf, she slipped softly from the room.






Chapter 2

The stable door groaned in protest as Meadow pushed against it with the flat of one hand. In her other she balanced the loaded trencher. Her hair curled from under her cap, spilling neatly over her shoulders. "Daniel, are you in here?"

The scrape of a wooden chair sliding against stone sounded from the groom's living quarters. A young man barely old enough to support the scraggily growth of whiskers on his chin appeared, still holding a leather harness he was oiling. His youthful face split in a delighted grin. "Meadow! I thought old Half-brain required your services tonight."

She smiled. "He does, but he and his pompous, overfed guests just moved off for rounds of brandy and a puff on those infernal pipes. About now the stink of politics is fouling the air as thickly as their smoke. I will not be missed."

Daniel's mouth tightened into a line. "Yes, politics. I assume the room swims with talk of traitorous colonials and praise for the benevolence of our dear King George." His words held an edge as cold and sharp as a bayonet. "I'd love to hear just what they say."

Hoping to avoid a recital of the groom's strong opinions, she slipped past him and set the trencher in the center of a rough plank table. "I've brought our supper. I even sneaked you an orange when Widow Pym wasn't looking."

She pulled up a small wooden barrel and balanced lightly on top.

"Have you now? And delivered to my door! You keep spoiling me like this and I'll be demanding your hand in marriage!"

Meadow couldn't prevent the blush of pleasure that crept over her face, but she knew his heart. She was a child in his eyes, six years his junior - a little sister to entertain and play with.

Daniel sank onto another barrel, and they shared the meal in silence, leaving only the bones and the orange. With a smile of pure contentment, Daniel wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. "Delicious. Give my regards to Widow Pym and Master Half-brain."

Leaving the dirty trencher on the table, Meadow slipped into the stall of her favorite hunter, a big black Thoroughbred with an impressive pedigree. The hunter had come back lame after its last run. She lifted its hoof with practiced ease, feeling carefully around the fetlock and pastern.

"Lofty's leg is healing nicely," she murmured. "The swelling has gone down, and he hardly flinches when I touch it."

Daniel stood behind her, looking on with something like fatherly pride. "Only a mild sprain, as you guessed. Nothing a bit of snow and rest cannot cure."

Meadow prepared one final compress, gathering a handful of snow and wrapping it about the joint with a clean rag. Stepping back, she surveyed her work with satisfaction.

"You've done well," Daniel praised her. "I'd best watch out or Half-brain will set you up as groom and I'll find myself out on my ear!"

Frightened and lonely, Meadow had first come to the stables seeking companionship among the impartial beasts. She found the cheerful young groom instead. Since that first visit, she had spent all her free hours watching him care for the horses and soaking up his knowledge. His approval swelled her with pride.

Daniel retrieved the trencher, retaining the orange, and handed it to her pointedly. "You'd best get back before our beloved master misses you."

Before leaving, Meadow tipped her head to one side. "I'm forced to remain here, but you aren't. Why do you stay to work for him?"

"I won't stay forever. Perhaps it's the horses that hold me," he speculated. Then his eyes twinkled. "Or perhaps it's the delightful company of a certain young lady with hair like the blazing sun."

She snatched the trencher from his hands. "Daniel Parker, you are incorrigible!"

His laughter followed her across the darkened yard, but her heart warmed at his teasing. How would she have survived the last five years had she not made that first desperate visit to the stables?

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow entered the deserted kitchen to find Widow Pym clutching her hand and dripping blood onto the clean flagstones. Her face matched the color of old parchment. "You, girl, grab a rag! And hurry!"

Meadow brought a cloth that had been left to dry beside the hearth. The woman snatched it away and wrapped it tightly around a gash that stretched across three fingers.

"What happened, ma'am?" Meadow asked in alarm. 

The woman's face darkened in rage. "Your place is not to question me! Where is Olive? Nathan?"

"I'm sure I don't know, ma'am."

"Bugger it! What I would not sacrifice for some decent help around here! The master needs an attendant in the drawing room immediately. Regretfully, I have no choice at the moment besides you."

"Certainly, ma'am," Meadow curtsied.

"Get those in there! And don't botch it!"

Meadow noticed a silver tray bearing rich pastries. She wiped her sweating palms on her apron and carefully picked it up.

A vapor of tobacco smoke hovered over the drawing room like fog, clinging to the fabric of her dress and clogging her throat. A dozen gentlemen lounged about the room. Meadow could see at a glance that most of them had already consumed too much brandy, Lord Dennison not the least among them. The alcohol seemed to have dimmed his memory, for he made no sign of recognition at her entrance. 

The conversation continued uninterrupted as Meadow passed out pastries and refilled glasses.

"If the leaders hang, the whole rebellion will fall apart," Grimes stated.

"You misjudge them," Dobbs spoke quietly. "Discontent is far more widespread than you realize."

"Hang it all, Dobbs! Why do you insist on taking their side?" Hathbane complained. "If I didn't know your father, I'd take you for a rebel."

"Not at all. I'm simply saying if you remove the leaders, more will fill the vacancies."

"We have tried to take them," Lord Percival confided, "but they move constantly. There's a whole network calling themselves the Sons of Liberty."

"Nonsense," Grimes scoffed. "We speak of a ragged band of troublemakers - delinquents."

"Call them whatever you wish, but the fact remains - they elude capture. Instead, we must go after more substantial assets." Percival dropped his voice. "Rumors arise of magazines located in Salem and Concord and elsewhere. If we seize them, we can cut off the hand that works the mischief."

"General Gage will not be hasty," Dobbs declared. "The outcry after the powder raid on Winter Hill last autumn has taught him caution. The colonists have organized militias and guard their supplies with greater care."

Percival laughed. "Like mice defying a lion. We don't fear their militias. Gage can be persuaded to act."

The men muttered their approval.

As she served, Meadow caught sight of a broken glass setting on the bar. One of its jagged points sported a drop of blood. She smiled smugly to think how it must gall Widow Pym to find herself as clumsy as the despised Irish girl she had so recently berated.

"Here, girl!" Hampton called in a slurred voice, raising his empty wine glass. His bulldog face was purple and puffy. "Fill this!"

Grimes spoke up. "Nice-looking lass you have there, Hathbane."

Meadow felt her cheeks grow warm as Lord Dennison grunted in surprise. "A child, Grimes," he countered. "A filthy Irish whelp."

"Aye, filthy Irish perhaps," the man acknowledged, as though Meadow was not standing right beside him, "but a sweet face, and not so long a child."

Meadow flicked her gaze from Grimes to her master, who narrowed his eyes appraisingly. Her hands jerked of their own accord, splashing wine on the lacy front of the man before her who jumped in drunken surprise.

"Oh, I'm so sorry!" she gulped. Plunking down the decanter, she snatched a clean cloth from the tray and dabbed at the soiled cravat without effect. Behind her, she heard an alarming growl issue from Lord Dennison.

Dobbs laughed heartily, deflecting much of the tension in the room. "Hampton, I've not seen you move so fast since your wife caught you with your pistol and the carcass of her favorite cat! And I must say, my good man, if you insist on adding any more silk to your shirtfront, I fear your head may be in danger of disappearing altogether."

With tears burning her eyes, Meadow slunk out of the den unnoticed.

∗ ∗ ∗

Dusk descended like a dirty brown curtain before the last carriage departed. A few guests, those who had a considerable journey before them, retired for the night in one of Lord Dennison's many guest rooms to await daylight. 

When the den was empty, Meadow sneaked in to remove the soiled dishes. Retreating with stealthy footsteps, she set the last of them on the trestle table that still retained a few tools from the extravagant meal. Too tired to heat water for washing, she simply passed through the kitchen to her own cramped quarters at the rear of the manor. A scuffing sound echoed off the flagstones behind her. She whirled to find Hathbane leaning heavily against the doorjamb with a goblet in his hand. Perspiration dotted his fleshy face and his wig lay askew. He struggled to imitate a smile, but it came off quite badly.

"Meadow, my dear, I want to compliment you on a fine dinner this evening." His words ran together like wet ink.

Alarmed, for her performance had been anything but fine, she murmured, "Thank you, sir."

She hoped he would go somewhere to sleep off his drink, but he staggered closer, his gaze dropping below her face.

"Grimes was right, by Jove. Why don't you come with me and we can talk awhile." She backed away. "I don't believe that would be proper, considering our positions."

"Nonsense!" He stepped after her. "You and I will be great friends."

"But I - I'm really very tired." Her eyes flickered side to side, desperate for an escape route.

With amazing quickness, he caught her, crushing his mouth against hers. Wine sloshed down the back of her dress and fear raked at her belly. She tried to scramble from his grasp, but he backed her against a table, knocking off her cap and ripping a sleeve from her bodice.

Fumbling behind her back for any kind of weapon, her hand closed around the handle of a heavy griddle. She lifted the pan and brought it down on his skull with all the force she could muster.

With a crunch, Lord Dennison crumpled to the flagstones like a castoff garment. Meadow dropped the pan, raising a hand to her bruised mouth. Her eyes widened with horror. She had just killed her master!

Staggering from the room, she tripped over the body in her reckless flight. Without pausing, she flung open the door and stumbled to the stables.

"Daniel!" The horses wakened and snorted in alarm. "Daniel!"

The young groom dropped lightly from the loft where he slept in the hay and flashed a sleepy smile. "Been entertaining late tonight," he commented.

"More than you know!" 

He took in her ripped dress and wildly disheveled hair, and his smile crumbled. Wrapping her in a tight embrace, he stroked her hair, murmuring over and over, "It's all right, Meadow. You're safe now."

She sobbed out her terror until the tears left her deflated and shaking.

Daniel handed her a clean handkerchief, his face grim. "Tell me what happened." She wiped her face and blew her nose with trembling fingers. "I killed him, Daniel. He came after me and I killed him with a griddle!" Her tears began to flow again with the stirring of the memory.

"Then he didn't-? Oh, thank God," he sighed. "Sh, hush now. I'm sure Lord Half-brain will live to torment again. A little scrap like you could hardly smash a skull as thick as his. More than likely, he was ready to pass out with drink anyway. But you're not safe here any longer."

Meadow's eyes widened. "What? I can't leave! He could have me flogged for breaking my indenture!"

"Meadow, he could have you killed for attacking him."

"But he attacked me!"

"And he will again. You must leave tonight."

"But where will I go? What will I do?" 

"Go to your father."

"My father?" Her voice was shrill.

"Meadow, calm down and take a deep breath." After she obeyed, he continued, "You told me once that your father lives in Boston."

"He does," she answered, trying hard to focus. "At least he did five years ago." "Does Dennison know?"

"I - I don't think so."

"Then go there. But not looking like that. Come." He dragged her to his small room at the back of the stables. Digging through a battered trunk, he pulled out a homespun shirt, leather breeches and thick, woolen stockings. "Put these on."

She held the foreign garments at arm's length.

"They might be a bit big, but they're the best I've got," he explained. "Now put them on. Hurry!" He left her alone.

She stripped down quickly and pulled on the clothes. The fit was uncomfortably wrong, and the fabric felt scratchy. 

Daniel soon returned with a knife. "Decent?" he called. "Good girl. Now turn around."

He grabbed a handful of her hair and hacked at it with the knife. 

"What are you doing!" she screamed, clutching her head and staring in horror at the red strands sprinkled on the floor. 

"Meadow," he soothed, calming her as if she were a frightened filly, "your hair is a dead give-away. You'll be much safer traveling as a lad."

Tears flowed from her eyes. Weak with sorrow and shock, she submitted to the humiliation, covering her face with both hands.

"There, all done." 

Sniffling, she ran her hands tentatively through the locks, refusing to look at the luxurious pile on the floor. Her fingers didn't recognize the cropped ends, and she felt hollow, like her insides, too, had been hacked with the blade.

Daniel covered her head with a shapeless felt cap and gave her a lopsided grin. "You look cute. Like a young boy."

He gathered the pile of hair and clothing and shoved it into a feed sack. "I'll burn these tonight, but first, you'll need some food. Stay here! If anyone comes, crawl inside the tool cabinet."

She stared at him with vacant eyes. He gently shook her shoulders. "Meadow, you have to be strong and think clearly!"

She closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath.

"That's it. Now is there anything else you want me to get for you?"

She nodded, gathering her wits with an effort. "In my room, beneath my pillow, is a Bible. 'Tis the only thing I've left from Ireland."

"I'll bring it."

While he was gone, Meadow wandered around the room, inhaling the musky scent of horses. She touched each familiar brush, each comb. The metal hasps and tarnished buckles, hammers and nails, tongs and files - they were all friends to whom she bid farewell.

Daniel returned with a burlap sack, a tattered wool coat and worn leather boots a size too large. He ushered her quickly to the door. "Dennison's still out cold. You must go before he wakes. This will last you several days if you ration it.

"Try to reach the Miller barn before daybreak. It's up the road about eight miles. Hide in the back of their hayloft until sundown. And above all, do not let anyone see you until you are far from here."

He explained the route to Boston in detail. "You should reach it in a few weeks."

"What if I can't find my father?" she trembled.

"You're young and strong and smart. You know as much about horses as I do. You can cook and clean and sew. Something will work out."

He hesitated. "Wait here!"

He disappeared momentarily into the back room. "Take this," he said and dropped something small and cold into her hand.

She held a silver pendant, rudely made and badly tarnished.

"It was my mother's, made for her by a childhood friend. When you get to Boston, you can trust the jeweler who recognizes it."

She slipped the chain into her coat pocket, overwhelmed with uncertainty. Neither bold nor adventurous, she had no idea how to survive on her own.

She clutched Daniel's arm. "Come with me!" His eyes filled with pity. "You know I would if I thought it was safe. But two are easier to find than one. You must do this on your own."

He hugged her close and planted a kiss on her forehead. "I'll miss you, Meadow McKenzie, but you're made of good stuff. You'll see. Now go!"






Chapter 3

The sun was just raising its sleepy red eye above the horizon as Meadow closed the door of the Miller barn. Terror had pushed her through the darkness when every jangled nerve begged her to rest a moment beside the road. Each second she feared the sound of hoof beats pounding the road behind her, but she had pressed on, slipping and stumbling on the frozen, rutted trail.

She dragged herself up the ladder and climbed into the hay mow just as the barn door creaked open. A sliver of pink light caught her full in the face. She froze.

Mr. Miller appeared below, tossing feed into the mangers of the animals. Then he pulled a wooden bucket from its peg.

"There, Suzie," he said, slapping a mellow bovine on the rump as he entered her stall. "Hold still now, old girl." He settled on a short, three-legged stool and pushed his head into the cow's flank. The milk collected in the bottom of the bucket with a gentle rhythm.

Meadow felt like a timid mouse as she watched him work, too frightened to move. What if the man chanced to glance up? She had to hide!

Holding her breath, she tried a hesitant step. The wood remained solid. She grew braver, creeping out of his line of sight. Just when she could no longer see Mr. Miller, a board groaned loudly in protest. She squeezed her eyes shut.

The sounds below ceased, and the silence ran on so long that Meadow could hear her pulse pounding like gunshots in her own ears.

"Gotta do somethin' 'bout them danged rats," the man complained, breaking the spell beneath her. "Gettin' big as horses, sounds like." Then the calm swish, swish resumed as he continued, unconcerned, with his work.

Meadow crept to the farthest wall, every muscle tense as a bowstring. Weeping softly, she covered herself with loose hay and dropped into an exhausted slumber.

∗ ∗ ∗

Daylight had waned when Meadow opened her eyes. Her stomach rumbled, and her body felt as if it had been trampled by a team of horses. Glancing into the farmyard through a chink in the wall, she could see no one about.

She pawed through the gunnysack Daniel had given her, blessing him again and again as she pulled out a large chunk of smoked ham, several boiled potatoes, two loaves of bread, a triangle of cheese, a tin cup and her Bible.

Grabbing the cup, she climbed stiffly from the loft and approached Suzie. The cow lowed as she slipped into the stall and reached for the familiar udder. A turgid swelling assured her the evening milking had not yet taken place. She filled the cup and drank the warm milk in large gulps.

She filled it again and carried it to the loft where she rationed her food carefully; Boston was still far off. Then she leaned back against the planks and waited for dusk.

Reaching into the sack, Meadow drew out her Bible. Given to her by her father the day they landed in Boston, the book was a complete mystery. Amos had been urgent - almost frantic - when he presented it to her.

"'Tis yours." He had spoken Gaelic in his excitement. "Keep it safe. These pages hold answers you will need."

The Bible was very old. Its leather cover crackled beneath Meadow's fingers as she flipped through pages worn soft as silk. The gold edging had lost its shimmer, and the margins were filled with notes.

Inside the front cover, she removed an ancient rosary strung with translucent green beads. The silver Celtic cross was tarnished, but beautifully wrought with ornamental scrolls and curlicues. Wrapping the leather thong about her hand, she studied the names on the page underneath.

Some of the names had nearly faded to illegibility; others she could read with ease. All five were women. Last in line, in dark new ink, was penned, "For Allison," and above that, in the same spidery, flowing hand, "Rosemary Donovan" - presumably the final recipients of the treasured family heirlooms. But why had they passed to her?

Many times over the last five years she had traced the names with her forefinger, puzzling over them. Could these women be ancestors of hers? Perhaps, but none of the names matched those of her mother or grandmothers. She longed to ask her father about them.

The last rays of the dying sun stained the pages orange beneath her fingers. She thumbed through them, looking for the answers her father had promised. Many of the underlined passages were familiar to her. She remembered Father Holden speaking on them in the little village church. She missed the tiny, balding old man.

"Meadow Wynn," he would say sternly during her frequent visits - he always called her by her first and middle names - but then his ancient face would crinkle with pleasure, creased like dry, cracked earth. "Come in, daughter, and set with me a while."

The memory of his sparkling smile and wise words had lent her strength during the long years of separation. She never learned what had become of the kind old man. The new landlord, a Protestant, had little tolerance for Catholicism, and she had not seen the kindly priest since the fire - the night the whole world had burned. 

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow pressed herself into the timbers of the barn while Mr. Miller performed his evening chores below. The sun slid into its cradle before the door finally creaked closed behind him and silence fell in the barn. From her high vantage point, Meadow watched him cross the yard and enter the house.

Clutching her rosary in one hand, she prayed a quick blessing on her journey. Then, like one of the mice who shared her hiding place, she crept from the loft and down the ladder. Her muscles still ached, but dully, not as when she first awoke.

Stark silhouettes etched themselves across the backlit sky. She stayed low to the ground, skirting the house with care. Inside, she could see the farmer sitting beside a blazing fire. A child played with a wooden toy on the floor, and a woman passed in and out of view. The scene dragged up warm memories of a humble cottage in Ireland. Her father used to warm his feet on the hearth in the same manner.

A sharp bark split the silence behind her. Spinning around, she found herself face to face with a snarling, curly-tailed dog. Its teeth gleamed, and hair bristled in a ridge along its spine.

Meadow backed toward the road, trembling like a sapling beneath a lumberman's ax. "Easy, fellow," she murmured, holding her palms open in front of her. "I'm leaving."

The hound followed slowly, warily. Then it charged, barking at full volume.

She whirled, stumbling through the waist-high weeds, expecting to feel the slash of sharp teeth. 

Bursting from the yard, she tripped over the road's muddy ruts. Her pack flew into the weeds on the far side of the lane, and she sprawled headlong into the path of a rider.

The horse reared. As Meadow scrambled to avoid the flying hooves, her eyes locked with those of the rider who worked to bring his mount under control. Recognition came to both with a jolt.

It was her master's house guest, Dobbs!

The dog continued to bark frantically, but it did not leave its yard.

"Ho there, Jasper! What's the problem?" Mr. Miller called from the doorway.

"Stay down, girl!" Dobbs hissed. Then he called to the farmer, "My horse is giving me a bit of trouble, and I fear your dog is not making matters any easier. Call him off, if you please, sir."

"You, Jasper! Git
yer tail in here!"

The barking ended immediately as the dog scrambled for the house, tail curled under its body.

"Sorry, sir," the farmer called. "Mostwise he lets travelers be. Don't know what came over him."

"Fine, fine. Good night to you, neighbor!" Dobbs called.

"And you!"

The door closed firmly behind the farmer and his dog.

"Stand up, girl," Dobbs commanded.

Meadow remained frozen with terror before her master's friend.

"I know who you are. Even in the fading light your hair betrays you. Your hat is there," he said, pointing. "It came off when you fell."

Meadow spotted the hat then glanced around frantically. Perhaps she could make an escape when she grabbed for it.

"There's no need for that," Dobbs assured her, reading her thoughts. "I know what happened, and I won't bring you back to Dennison. The man is a positive beast."

Meadow looked full into Dobbs' face, relieved to find the same kindness she had witnessed thrice before. She stood and retrieved her belongings.

"If you climb up behind me, I'll take you as far as the village of Camden. I've news you may wish to hear along the way."

Meadow hesitated only a moment.

"You've sat a horse before," Dobbs observed as she swung up unassisted.

"I learned a few things at Wellshire."

"Ah, young Daniel," he guessed. "A good lad."

"He hates the British." She regretted her outburst immediately. She must not aggravate her rescuer.

"Perhaps with good reason," Dobbs granted. "Not all of them would wish him well."

"Them?" she asked. "Are you not one yourself?"

"I consider myself such, but you might say I'm of a different mold than Dennison and the others. I wish for a peaceful reconciliation with the colonies. War would be costly and only breed more resentment."

"It will not come to war," she said firmly. "Only a fool would die for ideas such as these colonists have."

"You do not consider yourself an American, then?"

She flipped her hair haughtily before remembering it had been chopped off. "I was born Irish, and I will die Irish."

"I see," Dobbs said with a friendly smirk. "Then you would not care for the British, either, I suppose?"

"An Englishman burned my village to create more pasture for his Thoroughbreds," she flared hotly. "I hate the British!"

"And yet you would not fight them?"

"What would be the point, sir?" she snapped. "The British are powerful. They're above the law. Death comes swiftly to those who challenge their authority, and nothing is worth dying for."

"Lord Dennison wishes you dead," Dobbs stated bluntly.

Meadow remained silent. She had forgotten.

"He has been confined to bed with a severe concussion all day, but he felt well enough to rage long and hard against the 'Irish wench' that put him there."

"I acted in self-defense," she protested.

"It does not matter. In a day or two, he will move heaven and earth to find you, and when he does, you can be sure he will have his revenge."

Meadow shivered at his words.

"Already Dennison has advised his friends and neighbors to be on the lookout for you - although they search for a girl," he chuckled. "Even so, you must do better than this. You are too clean. Rub dirt on your face and in your hair to dull the color. Then keep yourself well-covered beneath that hat. And travel only in the darkest night. No more sneaking out at twilight, as you value your life."

They rode in silence for several miles until lights appeared through the gloom, framing the windows of a building just ahead. Dobbs stopped his mount before entering the town. "I go no farther tonight. I have a room reserved here with friends, but you have several hours yet before dawn's light. Go, and God be with you."

Meadow slid off the horse's rump, clutching her bag tightly to her chest. "Thank you, sir. Yours is the only kindness I've known of the British."

She melted into the shadows of the town. 






Chapter 4

After her close call at the Miller farm, Meadow moved only in the dead of night, making certain she was well-concealed when the sun shed its light over the roads. Travel was slow and difficult, and she took many a tumble on unseen obstacles, but she dared not show herself.

After a week, her muscles became hard and solid, their ache replaced by only a vague tightness when she woke in the evenings. She could cover long miles with little rest, sucking snow for moisture as she went. With constant movement, the chill of late winter did not penetrate her woolen coat.

Taking Dobbs' advice to heart, she had smeared mud from the road all over herself. Her short hair became so filthy that it stood up of its own accord when she raked her fingers through it, and she stunk like a field hand.

She was making her way with growing confidence. Only one thing still alarmed her. Though she drank her fill of milk most days, she had eaten her last scanty meal yesterday at dawn.

The lights of a small town cut the darkness ahead. Though dawn was still an hour or two away, Meadow turned off the road and crept into a hayloft to rest and drink a cupful of milk. She would wait for daylight and search for a more substantial meal in the settlement. Perhaps hiding in plain sight would provide some measure of safety.

A hard, gray dawn erupted beyond the walls as she listened to the now-familiar sounds of chores being completed below her. Too nervous to sleep, she watched the shafts of light creep slowly down the barn's supports and waited restlessly for mid-morning, the time she had determined to emerge. When the sunlight touched the floor, she left the building without any kind of plan and slipped down the path to town.

A pair of oxen pulling a wagon loaded with hay plodded up behind her. She made way for them on the narrow road, glancing in alarm at the driver, certain he could read her flight in her face. But the ruddy farmer simply gave her a dignified nod.

"Need a ride, son?" he asked. 

The way was not far. She forced her heart to slow its wild hammering and answered, "I'll walk, thank you."

"Suit yerself," he shrugged, and the oxen plodded on. Meadow followed at a distance.

Though the town was small, it was a hub for the surrounding countryside, and a number of people lined its narrow streets. They walked briskly, their woolen cloaks hanging open in the sunshine.

Carefully sidestepping the filth strewn on the streets, Meadow passed many low clapboard houses, painted and tidy, with dormers like eyes peeping through the roofs. Nearby, a livery rustled with the sounds of horses, and their familiar, soothing smell wafted onto the street. Several taverns advertised their business with clever signs, illustrating names like "The Blue Pony" and "The Dancing Willow." And somewhere Meadow could hear a blacksmith pounding out his trade within the walls of his smithy.

Rounding a bend, Meadow arrived at the town common where sheep foraged in the open area, bleating mournfully and pawing through winter's icy skin to reach the remnants of last year's growth. A lazy old dog with a muzzle of gray basked in a sunbeam while two young boys with willow sticks strove vainly to entice it to play.

One side of the commons hosted an outdoor market. Though she had no money, Meadow wandered among stalls offering dried apples, eggs, butter and cheese, colorful quilts, and linens boasting fine needlework. One wagon bed held potted and wrinkled produce preserved from last season's harvest. A slave auctioneer called out bids on a few doleful Negroes, and farther on, great slabs of meat thawed in the warming sun, buzzing with early flies.

A wagon some distance from the others caught Meadow's eye. The box was painted with bright colors that had dulled over time. Behind the driver's seat, shallow living quarters had been fashioned of wood, but the rear remained open, hung with metal wares, tools and hardware.

The peddler was small and angular, with a loose fringe of reddish hair that frizzed down from a balding pate. He strutted about with jerky movements, reminding Meadow of the little bantam rooster that swaggered about Lord Dennison's hen houses. At the moment, he was trying to persuade an aging draft horse to pull the curious rig, but he only succeeded in making the animal sulkier. Meadow thought he should do better moving a brick wall.

At last, the little man stopped before the great head and crossed his arms, arguing conversationally. "Come now, Aberdeen. Pouting will get us nowhere. We have many miles to cover before the sun sets. Do you wish to bring about my heart palpeations?"

Meadow listened with amusement.

"And if they kill me, who will care for you, my friend? Do not disdain the hand that feeds you," he instructed, jabbing the air with his finger.

Smiling to herself, Meadow turned again to her own problems. Should she ask for work in a shop or offer to chop firewood at a residence in exchange for a meal? She was leaning towards the latter when she caught sight of a bewigged, bear-like figure galloping down the main street among a posse of friends, and her heart nearly stopped.

The group pulled up, and one by one they entered buildings along the road. Meadow could only imagine they searched for her. 

Acting quickly, she sidled up to the peddler who still argued politely with his animal.

"Would you hire me if I can move the horse?" She was surprised at her own boldness.

The man cocked his head to one side and studied her. "I don't know that I've much use for a lad, but if you can get old Aberdeen's legs aworkin', I'll let you prove my further need of you."

Meadow approached the horse's head and stroked its soft muzzle, murmuring in low, soothing tones. The beast bobbed its head and snorted out great breaths of air. Then it stood quietly, swiveling its ears at the soft noises. After a few moments, Meadow slipped a hand beneath its bridle and clicked her tongue.

The horse took a step, and then another. The pots jingled merrily on their hooks as the wagon rolled across the commons.

The peddler bounced with delight. "By the pope, you've done it!"

Just then, Lord Dennison rode into the open square. "Have any of you seen an Irish girl, about fourteen years of age, with bright red hair and a foul temperament? She answers to the unchristian name of Meadow." His lip curled in disdain.

Meadow froze in mid-step and ducked her head, hiding in the shadow of the shapeless brim of her hat. Aberdeen tossed his head in objection to Hathbane's shout.

Silence met the fat man's question, so he rode to each wagon individually.

"You there," he called to a farmer, "have you seen such a girl?"

The man shook his head, unconcerned.

Hathbane circled the commons, finally approaching the peddler. "What about you, tinker? You travel the countryside. I am missing my servant girl and I want her back. Have you seen her?"

The feisty peddler called up to the British gentleman, "You make no mention of a reward to jog my memory."

Hathbane flipped the man a coin in disgust.

The little man caught it and smiled. "Thank you kindly, sir. Now to answer your question, no, I've seen only myself and this boy, who likely as not just saved my life. But as surely as our good king lives, even if I had seen her I would not be telling the likes of you. I need little imagination to supply her reason for fleeing."

With a roar that echoed down the street, Hathbane wheeled his horse and charged the peddler, but the agile little man sidestepped at the last second, and Lord Dennison galloped out of the town with his friends.

The peddler chuckled merrily. "I believe I struck near to the truth."

Meadow nearly fainted with relief as the hoof beats pounded away. She clung tightly to the big horse's mane while the world swam back into focus.

The peddler dipped low in front of her. "My name's Salizar," he said, extending his hand. "Welcome aboard."

She accepted the handshake and shook it heartily, as she imagined a man would. "Thank you, sir. I'm-" she stopped abruptly. It would not do to announce her real name, and so soon after Lord Dennison's proclamation. She quickly settled on her middle one. "Wynn. My name is Wynn."

"Good to know you, son. Now let's see if you can get this stubborn cur moving again."

Meadow clucked to the horse and the strange rig rolled out of town.

∗ ∗ ∗

They traveled much of the morning in silence, Meadow keeping pace easily with the old horse. Sometimes in the muddiest places, the beast would grind slowly to a stop, like a giant mill wheel at the end of a workday. At those times she would lead him by his bridle, mumble nonsense in his ear and click softly to him.

In the dark, she had missed the scenery of the open countryside. Now she soaked it in. The world was still clothed in white, but it was dripping and stretching, shedding layers in the warmth of the sun. Tall maples and oaks reached skinny fingers to the life-giving rays. Spruce and white pine shook snowy aprons from their skirts. And here and there, a stark granite rock reared its head, struggling against the ice that still bound it.

They sauntered past a multitude of bubbling streams, freed from their seasonal prison. Their banks danced with little creatures beckoned from their nests by the snap and crackle all around them. Bushy-tailed squirrels chattered high in the branches, calling to their friends and neighbors, and red-breasted robins flew home from the south. Once, Meadow even caught a glimpse of a shy doe bending her neck for a graceful drink.

Salizar sat most of the morning in the driver's seat, the reins resting slack in his hands. He stared alternately at the passing countryside and the clear blue sky, all while thoughtfully chewing the inside of his lip.

She felt safe in the presence of the strange little man, fully aware of her good fortune. She must remember to say a special blessing for him. Here, by God's grace, was food, protection, and a new identity for herself, all traveling in the direction she must go. She was inclined to stay with him until he strayed from her course.

The sun was well past its zenith before Salizar called for a halt and pulled the rig into an open meadow prickled with brown stalks of grass. "It's time to earn your keep, boy. Gather firewood while I scrape together some vittles."

Meadow crunched over the brittle crust to a row of elm trees that bordered a small stream. Her back grew warm beneath the dark wool of her coat as she gathered bundles of dried branches. She savored the heat, storing it up against the nights that would now pass crisp and harsh without the warmth of exercise.

Having collected a good pile, she pulled a shovel from the side of the wagon and scraped away the snow. Filling the hole with grass, she fashioned the twigs into a tent. Then, with borrowed flint and steel, she soon produced a hardy blaze.

"Well done," Salizar nodded as he emerged from his living quarters, a satisfied smile crinkling his faded blue eyes. "This crooked old back wonders why I didn't hire a strong lad years ago."

He set bacon on to fry and her stomach growled loudly. He laughed, his face creasing into a thousand wrinkles. "I can't afford to pay you much, but I've food in plenty."

"I won't ask for more than my keep."

Silence fell between them, and Meadow could feel his eyes probing her. His unasked questions rolled loudly about the empty space.

Feeling uncomfortable, she approached Aberdeen and stroked his muzzle. She examined him for signs of stress and ran a hand down each of his legs in search of any swelling. Lifting the huge feet, she scrutinized soles and frogs with narrowed eyes, then stood, well satisfied, and unhitched him from the wagon.

"Not too much, now," she warned as he bent his head at the stream. "A belly full of cold water will give you colic. You may have your grain and more water when you cool down."

She removed his bit and bridle and staked him to forage in the open field. His big, disk-like feet plowed furrows in the softening ground and churned it to mud. Meadow then headed back to the line of trees for some private business, completely out of sight of the peddler.

Returning to the fire, the smells made her mouth water. Salizar chewed quickly and bolted coffee down his throat after each mouthful. He winked at her broadly. "Modest fellow, ain't
ya?" he asked.

Meadow felt her cheeks grow warm.

"Oh, don't be embarrassed. I remember how 'tis at your age. Afraid someone might take too close a notice of goods not intended for public scrutiny. Every lad goes through it."

Mortified, Meadow stared at the ground while waves of humiliation washed over her. Then slowly, like a chunk of ice thawing in her mouth, she realized the old man would never speak so to a woman. He had been completely fooled by her disguise. The freedom that accompanied that thought produced a most unladylike snort of laughter.

"Sit and eat," Salizar commanded and set a platter of greasy eggs and bacon before her. He filled another tin cup with the strong, bitter coffee.

"It's nice to have some company besides old Aberdeen. He's not much for conversation, you know. You're welcome to stay as long as you like."

"You're out early this year," Meadow commented. "Not many travelers would brave winter weather and spring mud."

He shrugged. "I took ill last autumn and wintered with my sister. Now I'm healthy and the weather's fair. I aim to lighten my load before I reach the coast and resupply. I'm even pondering a side trip to the beleaguered city."

Meadow looked up in surprise. "Boston?"

"Aye." He chewed another quick mouthful and washed it down. "Are you headed anywhere in particular, or just along for the ride?"

Meadow shrugged evasively. "Don't much care where I go, so long as I reach the coast."

"Ah, taking to sea, are you? I dreamed of such a life myself once." His eyes narrowed as he looked in the fire, seeing there memories of long ago. He grinned suddenly. "Well then, Wynn, my boy, we are headed for Boston together!"

Meadow shot him a skeptical look. "How will you enter the city? I hear it is cut off from all trade."

"To be sure, to be sure," he burst out. "That does present a bit of a catch, but heavy profits stand to be made if an enterprising mind can iron out that little wrinkle."

"So you don't know how to get in."

"No bloomin' idea, son," he proclaimed merrily. "No bloomin' idea." Then he winked, "But luck tends to plague me."

Meadow shrugged her shoulders recklessly and mustered her first genuine grin in a week. "To Boston, then," she said, raising her tin cup.

His face wrinkled with pleasure as he clanked his cup against hers. "To Boston!"

Meadow tossed back the last of the bitter liquid with complete satisfaction.






Chapter 5

The days with Salizar passed quickly, the end of each setting her that much closer to her father. They traveled slowly through the countryside, stopping at every town and many private homes to peddle their wares. Often Salizar traded for clean rags and old bones which he would sell to be made into paper and fertilizer. Sometimes he bartered for home-crafted goods, but always he traded at a profit.

The old man was no stranger to the region. He seemed to know every person they met. Many a buxom farm wife invited him in for dinner, and even more frequently, rough, work-hardened men treated him to a round of ale at a local tavern, all of which he accepted with customary humor and bluntness. Meadow followed at his heels, enjoying his quirky company and basking in the illusion of safety.

One evening, as a purple chill descended with the sun, they pulled into the tree-lined drive of a farmhouse. Several ragged children played about the yard. They let out a collective squeal and ran, shouting, to the back door.

"The peddler's come!"

"Salizar is here!" 

"Mama, come look!"

"You're a popular fellow," Meadow stated.

Salizar nodded his pleasure emphatically. "This, my boy, is the home of John and Patience Blackburn and their five strapping children. And a nobler family can't be found, even in the highest streets of London."

A tall, burly man exited the house, his curling black hair fastened behind his neck with a length of twine. Dressed in homespun that stretched over taut muscles, he strode purposefully across the yard. As he came, his features split into a wide smile.

"Salizar, you scoundrel!" he boomed, extending a callous hand. "How are you, my friend?"

"Delighted! Delighted!" the little man beamed, bowing right off the wagon seat. "John, meet my young hand, Wynn. Wynn, John Blackburn."

John extended his hand, and Meadow winced with the pressure of his grip. "I'm honored," John rumbled.

Meadow nodded and offered the stranger a timid smile.

John turned back to Salizar. "Come. Patience is anxious to see you. You must join us for dinner. Afterwards we'll let her paw through your merchandise."

Meadow followed the men into the kitchen where a plump woman labored at a huge stone hearth that dominated one whole wall. She stirred the contents of a black cauldron suspended over the fire by a heavy iron crane. Above, a massive beam supported the low ceiling, intersected at intervals by smooth, age-blackened joists.

"Salizar!" the woman exclaimed. She wiped her hands on her apron and gave him a brief hug. "How good to see you again!"

This sent him into another round of energetic bowing. He looked like a chicken pecking a handful of corn. Meadow had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing aloud.

"And who is this?" Patience asked, turning to Meadow.

Meadow fought down her humor. "My name is Wynn, ma'am."

"'Tis good to have you." She surprised Meadow with a warm hug. "Salizar is getting much too old to be gallivanting about the countryside alone."

The men passed into the sitting room, already deep in conversation. Meadow stood awkwardly in a corner of the kitchen, watching the woman prepare the meal. "Can I help?"

Patience smiled kindly. "Thank you, Wynn. I would appreciate a full wood box. And the water bucket is nearly empty. The pump is right behind the house."

Meadow grabbed the wooden bucket. Filling it presented no problems, but chopping wood was a new task. Though her muscles had hardened, the ax outside the door felt heavy and unfamiliar. After a several awkward swings, she succeeded only in creating a few splinters.

She leaned on the ax, sighing hopelessly. Then she spotted the pile of split wood stacked neatly beside the house. She rolled her eyes and grabbed an armload, realizing the job had probably taken John only a few minutes.

By the time she finished her chores, the family was preparing to eat. She took her place beside Salizar on the long wooden bench, crossed herself, and bowed her head with the others.

"Heavenly Father," John prayed, "We thank thee for thy blessing and these friends who grace our table. Grant them safety in these uncertain times."

Meadow sneaked a peak at the man as he prayed. His head was bowed, and curly, black locks fell over his forehead. Thick hands rested together on the plank table.

"Bless our fellowship tonight, and guide these colonies down your path. We thank thee for this bounty placed before us by loving hands. May it strengthen our feeble bodies. In thy Son's precious name we ask, amen."

Meadow was touched by the simple prayer and the reverent way John spoke the words. He reminded her greatly of Father Holden, but she had little time to reflect on this as the plates of food were passed.

The meal tasted delicious. Thick stew swam with chunks of beef and preserved garden vegetables, all complimented with doughy slabs of Yorkshire pudding. In addition, she most certainly smelled blueberry cobbler held somewhere in reserve.

The children ate in silence, but John turned to Salizar with a question. "What news of the coast have you heard in your travels?"

"Very little, I fear. I know the situation in Boston grows more desperate, but the British regulars monitor who is allowed in or out. News and supplies must be smuggled through on peril of one's life."

"Since the Tea Party, the British have tightened control," John agreed.

"A foolish plan, the Tea Party," Salizar remarked sourly. "What did it accomplish besides destroying good tea and drawing the ire of the authorities? Think of the profits lost."

"British profits," John countered. "But it was not about tea or money. It drew attention to the fact that the British are interfering in our system of government. They tax us to pay for their blood feud with France, they disallow settlers west of the mountains, and they impose restrictions on us without letting us send representatives to join their law-making."

"You got your tea tax revoked," Salizar grinned.

"Only to be replaced by a slew of other laws. King George could have chosen no surer path to incite the people to rebellion."

"The rebels in Boston are preoccupied with survival."

John pointed his fork, "Even so, the issue won't rest. Outspoken Whigs like James Otis, Samuel Adams, Joseph Warren and Patrick Henry will keep the people incensed with ideas of freedom. There's even talk of breaking with England altogether."

Meadow gaped at the words. The idea was so audacious as to be laughable.

"I fail to discover the wisdom in that," Salizar hesitated. "All the colonies benefit from British trade and protection."

"As in Boston, you mean?" John scoffed.

"Well spoken," Salizar admitted, "yet without their strong military backing, our fledgling colonies would be vulnerable to the French and Spanish, and our unprotected ports would suffer raids by lawless buccaneers. Without their factories as markets for what we produce, our economy would crumble within months."

"You underestimate the strength and genius of the American people. Together, these colonies could grow strong even without British support."

"You talk treason," Salizar cautioned.

"I talk sense," John countered. "As much as any other man, I wish to see us reconciled with England, but if the king continues his acts of tyranny, I will throw my lot in with the colonies should it ever come to blows."

"It will not come to that," Meadow interjected softly. "The British have redoubled their efforts to spy out your powder and shot so they can move to confiscate them. They have already discovered the stores in Salem and Concord."

John looked up at her sharply. "How do you know this?"

She shrugged. "The British don't think a child can hear."

He stared at her intently. "Two weeks ago the British attempted a raid on a forge in Salem. It failed. The citizens held them off long enough to move the cannon housed there. And you say they also know about Concord? Who told you these things?"

"I overheard the words of Lord Percival, an officer in his majesty's royal marines."

John stood abruptly. "Many ears listen in Boston, but on the chance these whispers have not been heard, our leaders must know immediately."

Patience objected. "Surely you don't intend to ride out tonight, John?"

"The need is urgent. If the British gain our supplies, we stand no chance against them."

Patience grew grave, but she began gathering food for his journey.

"How will you find the leaders?" Meadow asked. "They've gone into hiding."

"You know more than you let on," John stated frankly.

"I listen, sir," she replied, eyes dropping to the table.

"So it seems. Perhaps I was unwise to voice my opinions so strongly tonight."

She raised her chin and her flashing eyes met his. "Your words will not leave this room, sir. Though I think your cause is lost, I would never aid the British after what they did to my family. I hate them!"

Her gaze did not waver. At last, he nodded. "I believe you. And to answer your question, I do not intend to find the rebel leaders, but I do have connections that can get the word where it needs to go. I will leave tonight."

"How far is the city, sir?" Meadow asked.

"Riding steadily, a man can reach Boston in two days. To make it in less time would kill the horse."

He accepted the package his wife handed him and turned to Salizar. "I'm sorry to miss your wares, but Patience is more than qualified to choose for me." With a wink, he kissed his wife. "Don't let that old pirate exact one extra farthing from you, my dear."

Patience compressed her lips. "Be careful."

"Godspeed to you, John," Salizar said. "We'll be along in a few weeks. There's money to be made in route."

"If God wills, I'll be home long before you reach the city." Then with a kiss for each of his silent, wide-eyed children, he departed.

∗ ∗ ∗

After dinner, Meadow brought armloads of merchandise into the humble sitting room for the family to look through. She watched the excited children from the corner and listened to Salizar's familiar sales pitch. He haggled over the price of each object, but Patience bartered skillfully, doling out not a half-pence more than its worth for anything.

Meadow shook her head in amusement. For all his peculiarities, Salizar was a shrewd businessman, and despite appearances and comments to the contrary, she realized he did quite well for himself. Money controlled his friendships, his actions, even his politics. But she still liked the old man. And to his credit, when the bargaining was done, he threw in a trinket for each of the children.

The evening had grown late by the time the dealing ended. Patience caught sight of Meadow dozing in the corner and insisted they stay for the night. "I can arrange an extra bed and a mat for sleeping," she offered.

"Nay, nay," Salizar declined. "My wagon suits me just fine, but the boy grows weary of sleeping on the hard ground. And I'll beg a warm stall and feed for Aberdeen."

The thought of a real bed did sound nice after weeks of sleeping in haylofts and camping underneath the wagon. Meadow accepted gratefully.

Patience eyed her critically. "How does a bath sound?"

Meadow looked down at her soiled skin and clothing and grinned impishly. "Like heaven itself, ma'am."

Patience nodded. "Fetch the water and I'll heat it while you tend your master's horse."

When the bath was made ready, Meadow crouched in the wooden tub with a sigh of pure contentment. She scooped up handfuls of steaming water and let it roll off her cropped hair then hunkered down as far as she could and soaked until it grew cool.

Scooping up a handful of soft lye soap from the tin Patience had provided, she scoured laboriously at the layers of dirt, startled to rediscover the pale color of her skin beneath. She scrubbed at her hair until it felt clean once again. When she had finished, the bathwater looked like mud.

She dried herself with a scrap of soft flannel then reached for the clean clothing Patience had lent her. The shirt and breeches belonged to John and hung like sails on her slender frame. She cinched them up tightly with a length of twine.

Tossing her own clothes into the dirty water, she scrubbed them with the strong soap, knowing they were soiled beyond repair. Wringing the excess water from them, she wadded them into a ball and left the room.

With all the children asleep, the house was strangely quiet. Meadow padded across the worn floor in her bare feet, stopping abruptly at the sound of whispering. Was Salizar still inside?

Curious, but unwilling to disturb anyone, Meadow crept into the sitting room and peered around a spinning wheel. Patience sat rocking in a corner with her eyes closed, talking urgently to herself.

With a start, Meadow realized the woman was praying. How quickly she had forgotten the woman's husband had just ridden off on a long journey with a purpose that could label him a traitor, a hangable offense. 

She backed softly from the room, but an uncooperative floor board betrayed her. Patience glanced up. "Hello, Wynn. Feel better?"

"Yes, ma'am. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to disturb you. I was just on my way to rinse these and hang them to dry when I thought I heard something."

"It's all right."

Meadow felt extremely awkward. "I wish there was something I could do."

There was a pause. "God is good," Patience finally stated. 

Meadow nodded. She had been taught that from youngest childhood.

"He'll see us through these difficult times. You'll see."

Meadow looked down at the puddle her garments were making on the floor. "I certainly hope so, ma'am."






Chapter 6

Refreshed by a hearty breakfast and a comfortable night's sleep, Meadow and Salizar took their leave of the Blackburn residence at first light. They waved goodbye and promised to return if they traveled that way again.

Salizar nodded his head enthusiastically as they rode away. "Didn't I tell you? The noblest family hereabouts."

Meadow had to agree.

Monotonous days rolled into each other, and spring began to advertise itself in the fresh, moist breezes. Hidden life awakened as the snow receded. Early yellow buttercups and wild violets popped up in unexpected places, and blood red buds sprung up on every tree.

They stopped at several towns and a multitude of farmhouses, winding their slow way to Boston, and the closer they came, the more the reconciliation-minded majority became infused with the radical notions of John Blackburn.

Meadow listened to the talk without involving herself. Though the inspiring words of liberty struck a chord in her heart, she was certain of the strength of the British. These notions were futile and treacherous. And the more she heard, the more terrified she became that these hot-headed colonists might try something foolish. Then came a day when her heavy mood unexpectedly lightened.

Pulling onto the emerald common of a small town, they opened for business. Meadow fetched objects and collected money as Salizar entertained and scrapped with his customers.

The day was profitable. Salizar's little room was crammed with sacks of rags and bones. The wagon bed held a fine rocking chair he had taken in trade, and he was shaking a small leather pouch of coins and beaming with happiness when a heavy, work-worn woman approached. Her mouth puckered as if she'd been sipping vinegar.

"How much fer the kettle?" she asked roughly, pointing to the largest one.

Salizar smiled expansively. "Ah, a fine choice. The best I have to offer."

She cut him off. "I don't want ta hear yer
blatherin', I want ta know yer price."

Temporarily at loss for words, Salizar turned to Meadow. "Wynn, be a good lad and fetch the kettle for us."

"So don't take all blessed day about it," the woman snapped. "I have a boardin' house ta run. Name yer price."

Meadow stopped to watch as Salizar fumbled about his brain for a figure. He named one much too high, and the woman turned abruptly away. As she left, Salizar amended loudly, "But that is just a humble estimate. What would you say it was worth, in your wise opinion, ma'am?"

The woman snatched the kettle from Meadow's hands and inspected it closely. She snapped out a price, and Salizar's face flamed red. "Surely you mean to rob me, woman!"

"You asked my opinion and I gave it to ya," she maintained staunchly.

Meadow rested her chin on a corner of the wagon and grinned at the exchange. Not often had she seen her employer on the losing end of an argument.

After a long, heated battle, the lady stalked off in triumph, kettle clutched tightly beneath her ample arm.

 Salizar slumped against the wooden stays of the wagon bed, flushed and perspiring. "Let's close up shop for the night, son. Another customer like that and my poor heart might go into palpeations."

Salizar led the way to a nearby tavern and demanded a tankard of cider before ordering his dinner. Chugging half of it down in one quick motion, he soon regained his equilibrium. Grinning widely, he said, "There, my boy! Now I can manage anything. Order what you like. The treat's on me."

As they ate their dinner, the pub began to fill with townsmen and farmers. Meadow washed her meal down with coffee. She'd become rather accustomed to it. Suddenly, a voice rang out. "Salizar! Is that you?"

Meadow turned to find a thin, scholarly-looking man peering at them down the length of a very long nose.

"Doc?" Salizar asked, his head bobbing with delight. "I say! How are you?"

The friends shook hands and the newcomer sat down. Salizar made introductions. "Wynn, this is Charlie Baker, the village doctor."

"How do you do?" Meadow asked politely.

"Fine, fine, lad. Even in the midst of all this conflict, folks still require remedies. I claim neutrality and patch up both sides." Then he grinned. "But I must admit, my coin purse is light while my larder overflows with eggs and rotting apples."

Salizar turned the conversation to suit his interests. "So tell me, how is it in Boston?"

"Still blocked up tighter than the bowels of a colicky horse."

"Can an enterprising merchant gain access, do you think?" Salizar probed.

"I wouldn't be the one to ask," Charlie admitted. "But ol' Isaac over there," he pointed to a muscular man across the room, "sneaks in and out of the city regular like. Left his missus there. Used to work the docks, but no ships enter or leave port anymore, unless you count the British man-of-wars. Came out here for work."

"Is he trustworthy?" 

Doc shrugged. "For a price. And in the privacy of my office, he might speak freely."

 "Lead on, then," Salizar demanded.

Within moments they had crossed the street, and Meadow found herself among the curious vials and instruments of the healer's profession. A stocky man with biceps as big around as Meadow's waist entered the room. An old scar turned the corner of his mouth downward, as if deep in thought, but his eyes shifted about the room suspiciously. "Have work for me, Doc?" he rumbled.

"Not just now, Isaac, but a friend of mine needs information."

Isaac turned narrowed eyes on Salizar. "It'll cost you."

Salizar tossed him a coin which disappeared into the greasy folds of the man's garments. "I have merchandise I'd like to offer the good citizens of Boston."

"Do you have a small boat?"

"I'll have a full wagon."

The man snorted in derision. "Then you run a foolish risk. The patrol may let you pass unmolested, if they are feeling particularly enamored of Americans that day. More than likely, your goods will fill British bellies, and at your own expense."

Salizar continued, unfazed. "How do you get in?"

The dockhand snorted again. "Didn't you hear me, man? One fellow alone can sneak in a thousand ways, but unless your horse has wings, you're staking your fate on a British whim. You'd best find a small boat with muffled oars that can skirt the warships in blackest night. If you're blessed, fortune will be yours. If you prove cursed, you'll rot behind stone walls and iron bars."

Salizar smiled, nodding in quick spasms. Meadow could see him adding up his profits.

"You mean to find a boat," she guessed aloud.

Isaac turned to Meadow sharply, his eyes menacing slits. "You Irish?" he growled.

During five years at Wellshire, her childish tongue had conformed to sounds spoken around her, but sometimes, when she grew sleepy or unguarded, her speech held a trace of her homeland. "Scottish," she lied, vowing to be more careful in the future.

He relaxed. "Only good Irish is a dead one. Popish vermin. Show 'em the broad side of my fist, I do, and there ain't none can stand against it. 'Cept one," he added, grudgingly. "Name of McKenzie. Only other man I know who can lift a hogshead of ale in each arm."

Meadow perked up at the name. It must be her father he spoke of!

 "Where could a boat be had?" Salizar asked.

The conversation drifted back to smuggling plots, but Meadow took little notice. Inside, her heart thumped double-time. Her father still lived in Boston!

∗ ∗ ∗

Her euphoria lasted well into the next day. The wagon left town in the translucent darkness just before dawn. Meadow rode along, absorbed in memories of her childhood, when she'd been free and innocent and unaffected by conflict.

She reclaimed some of that now. Though quarrels grew heated and war threatened around her, the menace felt remote. It belonged to others. She was bound to neither side, safe in her neutrality. And she was going home to her father.

But after a brief lunch, danger suddenly became very personal.

A large barn loomed before them on the left side of the road. The yard was neat and the house well-tended, and Salizar turned Aberdeen up the drive in hopes of a sale. But as they approached, the kitchen door swung open, and an old fellow met them with a large and steady pistol. He glared at them with an unwavering eye. "Come a step nearer and I'll give you the guts of my gun."

Salizar jerked the reins more sharply than he intended. Aberdeen shook his head and snorted, pawing a furrow in the dirt lane.

Meadow elbowed Salizar. "Let's get out of here."

But the driver recovered quickly. "Surely you don't mean that, my friend," he purred with a conciliatory smile. "I'm just a poor merchant trying to earn an honest living. I'm no threat."

"I saw you enter the Black Spider last evening," the farmer accused.

"Where I partook of very fine meat and drink." Salizar was clearly at a loss.

"I know that wolves' den," the older man growled. "It's a hotbed of disloyalty and malcontent. And I'm wise to your game; traveling here and there, riling up the masses, spreading sedition from town to town. Well, you're not welcome here."

Salizar chuckled. "Of course, now I understand. I did hear the whining of a good many complainers last night. But you must realize I'm a stranger to these parts, and I had it on good authority that the Black Widow serves up the best chicken dumplings for miles."

The pistol barrel slipped just a little.

Seeing his edge, Salizar continued, "I'll grant your apprehension is well-founded. Times are volatile. All these radical new notions, they're dangerous, untried and unproven. For my part, I find wisdom in the established and familiar."

The elderly man was listening intently.

Salizar shook his head in dismay. "Perhaps our good king has succumbed to a bout of poor judgment, but I'd rather be devoured by a lion than be gnawed to death by rats. Wouldn't you agree?"

 Meadow glowered at him, angered that he had risked their lives and disgusted by his political fence-jumping.

Slowly, the farmer lowered his gun. "Well-said, stranger. I believe you stumbled onto the heart of my beliefs as well."

Salizar gathered up the reins and made a show of moving on. "We won't bother you any longer. Have a good day, friend."

"Just a minute," the man called out and shambled up to the rig. "I apologize for my hasty actions. Rebels burned out a local Tory family not two days past." He shrugged, "One must exercise caution."

"I understand and take no offense."

"Well, now," the farmer said, scratching his scraggly chin. "It just may be I need an item or two."

Salizar smiled expansively. "And it just may be I can find a very agreeable price for one who shares my views. Those with common sense seem to be disappearing from among us. Isn't that so, Wynn, my lad?"

Meadow's aversion was ill-concealed. "I need to find a tree," she answered, swinging over the edge of the seat.

∗ ∗ ∗

Later that afternoon, when the sun beamed down through hickory and elm that were beginning to sprout green in their highest branches, Meadow's sharp ears detected the sound of hoof beats gaining volume on the road behind them. Apprehensive, she turned to find a single, plainly-dressed rider slowly pulling abreast of them, with a packhorse trotting behind.

"Hallo, the wagon," cried a cheery voice. Meadow relaxed slightly, but kept a wary watch beneath the brim of her hat.

"Hallo, yourself," Salizar called back merrily. He was in a fine mood after a very productive round with the farmer's wife. "Have you any need of metal wares, buttons, books or pins?"

"No, sir, but glad I'd be of some company, should you allow me to ride alongside for a spell. Safety is sooner found in numbers."

"Certainly when one of the number can play chameleon," Meadow remarked dryly.

"Never mind Wynn," Salizar told the stranger. "He's been surly all afternoon. We narrowly escaped a confrontation this morning ourselves."

"Do you travel far along this route?" the stranger asked.

"To the settlements about the coast," Salizar answered vaguely. "And yourself?"

The stranger nodded curtly. "The same."

At this, Salizar thrust out his slender hand. "Welcome aboard, then, stranger. Name's Salizar."

"Only Salizar, is it? Then you may call me Duncan." The man clasped the offered hand. "And my business - as I can see you are wondering but too polite to ask - is to discover which souls hereabout stand for the side of the right."

Meadow grew guarded at the man's veiled politics. "And which side might that be?" she asked tartly.

"The side of God himself," Duncan stated with a twinkle. "I am but a poor traveling preacher."

Salizar guffawed loudly at Meadow's discomfort. "Then surely, sir, we don't mind your company."

Speak for yourself, Meadow glowered silently. But she had little choice in the matter, so she held her tongue.

"Your boy reminds me of a young lad I knew of," Duncan began in a jovial tone. "A right friendly lad and pretty as a picture. But the boy grew sullen and guarded, and his parents couldn't understand why.

"Now, the boy had come across a rotting bag of coins in a back pasture and fancied he had found a forgotten hoard of pirate treasure. He squirreled away the reeking bag and returned to the spot, excavating it faithfully, but he never found a half-pence more.

"At last, his father learned what he was about and laughed heartily when the boy produced the bag.

"'I thought that parcel lost forever,' his father chuckled. ''Tis only a few bits left over from the purchase of our new milk cow. She swallowed the bag and I've fretted ever since, but she must have passed it in the back pasture.'

"So you see," Duncan laughed, "a fool's treasure turns out to be nothing but cow dung."

Salizar rolled in his seat, bobbling with delight, but not a trace of a smile cracked Meadow's features. She found the man boorish and rude and longed for the moment they would part company.






Chapter 7

For two days, Duncan clung to their side like a burr tangled in the fur of a dog. Obviously in no hurry, he took advantage of the kindness of Salizar's patrons, performing the simple service of grace before sating his hearty appetite at their tables. And as Meadow took over the care of both his horses, she noted his low regard for labor. But his words flowed easily and sweet as wild honey, and Salizar showed him favor.

The sun's cheery rays gave over to spring rains that streamed down relentlessly, soaking through clothing and turning the roads to muddy swamps that sucked at the horses' legs and bogged down the wagon. Travel became slow and tedious, and Meadow's mood grew darker than the overcast sky.

Once they passed the burned out hulk of a building. House fires were a common danger, she knew, but her neck hairs bristled as she gazed into the vacant, blackened windows. Had the fire been accidental, or was it an act of violence committed against someone of a different persuasion? She breathed a quick prayer for the family left homeless.

At last, they approached a town, and to Meadow's relief, Duncan left off a while to tend his own business as they set up shop on the commons.

"I don't like him," Meadow admitted as Duncan's back disappeared up the road.

"Aw, you're not still sore over his little joke, are you?"

"I don't trust him."

"Not trust a preacher? There's a good one!" Salizar laughed.

"He doesn't preach."

Salizar scratched his balding head and looked at her shrewdly. "He's certainly the most curious preacher I've ever come across. But he says a mean grace and has a belly full of good stories."

With that, Meadow could see, he dismissed her concerns.

Towards evening, a familiar voice boomed above the chatter of lingering shoppers. "Salizar, Wynn, you devils! You made it! I'd recognize that rig anywhere."

Above the heads of the onlookers, Meadow could see the curly black hair and stern visage of John Blackburn. He grinned broadly and clapped each of them on the back. The blow knocked Meadow forward and sucked at her breath.

"Have you been gone from your pretty wife all this time, John?" Salizar asked, wagging about like a dog excited at its master's return.

"Regrettably, yes," John admitted. "I've sent word that my return has been postponed. I've placed myself under the command of Colonel James Barrett, to be of what use I may."

Meadow's heart went out to Patience. How long would it be before she knew the security of having her husband safe beneath their roof once more?

"Come, let me buy you a drink!" John boomed.

"Certainly! Certainly!" Salizar beamed, "but only after you join us for a bit of supper."

Salizar closed up shop and set out several cold, boiled potatoes, a large cake of cornbread and several thick slices of ham, washed down by cups of cold water drawn from the common's well.

Midway through the meal, Duncan approached and licked his lips appreciatively. "I recognize the fare of good Mrs. Campbell, bless her soul. A fine hostess she proved, indeed!"

"You're too late for grace, preacher," Salizar ribbed. "John Blackburn did himself right proud in your stead, but help yourself to the grub anyway."

"During the spring rains is an odd time of the year to hold meetings, isn't it, Duncan?" John questioned after introductions had been made.

"Not at all. In the outlying areas, there's always someone wanting to be married proper or to have a baby christened. The call for a minister's services cannot be dictated by the seasons, so I follow my route faithfully."

"True enough. Funny, though, I've never met you before," John shrugged. "Got any objections to a pint of cider, preacher?"

Duncan smiled expansively, "Sometimes it's the very thing to warm one in winter or cool one in summer."

"And in early spring?" Meadow asked caustically.

Duncan laughed heartily, and within minutes the four of them sat around a table in the Yellow Dog tavern. A young blond woman brought mugs of amber liquid and scuttled about the room removing dishes and filling tankards from a pewter pitcher. An apron covered her skirts and tied tightly at her middle, emphasizing her slender waist. 

Meadow envied the girl's long tresses and her sweeping dress. She wished she could escape her disguise and drop her coarse manners even for one brief night and enjoy feeling feminine once again. Instead, she gulped down black coffee and chuckled heartily at some foolish comment her companions made.

As the season was still early for planting crops, several restless farmers joined the townsmen for the evening's socializing. They left dripping overcoats and tricorne hats steaming beside the hearth. A curly-haired dog snuffled noisily at some crumbs that had dropped beneath a table then lied under its master's chair.

The conversation hummed about the low-ceilinged room and came to rest, predictably, around British aggression. It grew louder and more animated as the night wore on and the men filled themselves with liquor.

"I say we organize and stick it to the redcoats now, before they have a chance to prepare," bellowed one hothead who was missing several teeth.

"You speak foolishly of civil war, Edwards. You must not forget most of us have English blood in our veins. It would be brother against brother," a calmer voice reasoned.

"That's right," spoke another. "I have a brother-in-law wearing the uniform of the British regulars and no wish to make war against him."

"Then you have my sympathies, Jackson, but not my regrets. With Boston Harbor closed, I have to ship my corn and barley all the way to !Salem to see them aboard ship. It cuts into my profits and it's a ruddy pain in the arse. I'd like to see every one of them blasted Lobsterbacks on a leaky ship back to England, including your brother-in-law!"

"Curb your volume, Edwards. What would your poor wife do if you lent your neck to a rope?"

"Blast it all, Simms! I don't care. I won't take any more of their meddlin' in our affairs," he roared.

"Them's British ships you set your crops on," Jackson spoke again. "How will you make a profit without a vessel to ship on? The king abuses us, 'tis true, but consider the future. We'd do best to reconcile our differences in a civilized manner."

"The time for civility's passed!"

"If they take military action against us, I will stand with you," Jackson admitted, "but the situation calls for cooler heads than yours, or we are all dead men."

John Blackburn spoke in a low voice to those who shared his table. "Jackson speaks for most, hereabouts. They complain loudly, but still wish in their hearts for a peaceful return to the way things used to be. The time is fast approaching, however, when they will no longer tolerate the abuses heaped on them. Even now the land is a tender box, easily set off by the slightest provocation. Moderates could be pushed to take views as hard as Edward's, or worse."

"More's the pity no tavern can be found large enough to accommodate the whole divided empire," Duncan began, holding up his mug and turning on the charm. "By morning, brew this good might search out common ground between us all."

He consumed many pints and joined heartily into the tavern's conversation. Salizar encouraged him in his story telling, and he plunged into a humorous tale about a meddlesome woman. Soon the little table swarmed with locals hanging on his words. 

"'Next time you think up such a cockamamie accusation,' the constable said, 'whisper it in this broken bucket before you come see me. Then maybe it will leak out onto the ground before you get here and give us all some peace.' And with that, he slapped the bucket onto the widow's table," Duncan finished, sending his admirers into gales of laughter.

"Ah, no more, Duncan lad," Salizar pleaded, holding his chest. "My palpeations!"

Meadow withdrew from the company and settled beside the hearth to rid her clothing of its clinging dampness. John joined her. "Hard-drinking preacher, ain't he? Asks a lot of questions and spouts complaints not fittin' with a traveling minister's position."

Meadow frowned. "He's charmed them all."

"All but two," he said pointedly.

He yawned and stretched, his muscles taut and extended. He reminded her of a tomcat awakened from a snooze.

"The hour grows late. Take care on your journey tomorrow. Danger grows as you near Boston." With those words, John excused himself.

∗ ∗ ∗

The next morning, Meadow found herself crowded among the varied wagons of another farmer's market. After milking every last penny from his customers and receiving no invitations, Salizar pulled out of the town quite late. Meadow perched beside the little man in the wagon, and as had become his habit, Duncan rode alongside, showing no sign of the liquor he had consumed the night before. He whistled cheerfully, if out of tune, but the noise of it grated on Meadow's nerves like a droning gnat.

"Do you have to do that?" she snapped.

"Do what?"

"Whistle that confounded tune."

"I could sing it if you'd rather," he grinned, and broke out in chorus, "Yankee doodle keep it up. Yankee doodle dandy. Mind the music and the step and with the girls be handy."

"What a horrid song!" she exclaimed. "You mock the colonists!"

"Surely not I. It's a British song, but catchy," he twinkled. 

She could see he enjoyed provoking her and it made her angrier. "Don't you have somewhere you need to be getting along to?" she suggested. "Somewhere far from here?"

"Well, now you've done it. You've hurt my feelings!" he exclaimed in mock dismay.

"Wynn, be kind to our guest!" Salizar reprimanded, but she had just begun.

"You've long since worn out your welcome. You eat our food but contribute nothing but talk, talk, talk. You may charm others into doing whatever you please, but I can see through you. You're a lazy, drunken excuse for a preacher if I've ever seen one, and I believe it's time we part our ways."

Meadow could see a real flush of anger begin low on Duncan's neck and spread to his cheeks.

"Wynn!" Salizar repeated, shocked. "You've no call to go saying that to our guest."

"No, it's all right," Duncan stated, but his voice had lost its lightness, and a new glint replaced the humor in his eye. "I do need to be getting on, and your rig travels a mite slow. I'll be taking my leave of you both." He tipped his hat and bowed low over his mount. With a show of dignity, he turned to Meadow. "Wynn, my good lad, I will be in much prayer over the state of your soul."

She felt color creeping up her own neck. "And I, sir, will be certain to pray for yours!" she snapped acidly as he spurred his horse and led his pack animal up the road.

"I declare, Wynn," Salizar said, slouching in dismay as he watched the man go, "you've been ornery as a woman of late."

Meadow's mouth dropped open then snapped shut with a click. She whirled to face the front and refused to speak for the rest of the afternoon.

∗ ∗ ∗

The rain had let up, but the world lay soggy and muddy under a clearing sky. Twice the wagon bogged down, so they made camp early, tension still heavy between them.

"There's another town close ahead, but I just don't have the heart to continue tonight," Salizar declared. "We'll pull in tomorrow morning."

The old man turned in, as glum as Meadow had ever seen him.

Meadow rolled her blankets onto a woven mat underneath the wagon but immediately felt mud soak through to her skin. Uncomfortable and distraught, she lay awake a long while listening to the sound of night creatures. Not far away, Aberdeen chomped contentedly at the tender new grasses.

Late into the night, she threw her blankets aside and rolled from her bed.

An owl swooped overhead, gliding on silent wings. The moon played hide-and-seek in the thin clouds, casting a silvery sheen over the fields then greedily snatching it back again. In the uncertain light, Meadow pulled her coat tight to trap what body heat she could and wandered back to the ribbon of road, following it eastward toward the ever-elusive city.

A strong impatience took hold of her. She became almost desperate for this long journey to be over. To be warm and safe and dry. To feel the security of her father's strong arms about her once again, shielding and protecting her as they had done when she was a child.

But she was no longer a child, and the whole world had turned upside down. Peace and safety had become mere illusions. The future wavered like a cloud, like a mist that blocks one's view, with no form or solidarity.

In a moment of weakness, Meadow sat under the shelter of a huge boulder and buried her head in her arms, too tired to weep.

Reaching into her coat pocket, she removed her Bible and stroked the cracked cover, drawing comfort from its familiar scent. She wound her rosary around her hand and breathed the comfortable words of The Apostle's Creed, "I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary..."

She hunched beneath the rock, swaying with the rhythm of her grief, at last falling into a restless slumber.

Long after midnight, the muffled echo of hooves pounded the road ahead. Shouts rent the night air like paper. Awakened, Meadow jumped behind a low stone wall that separated the road from the field beyond and cautiously peered out over its top.

Across the moon-speckled darkness, several riders splashed recklessly through the mud. Only a fool, she knew, would ride so hard under such treacherous conditions. A fool - or an alarmist.

As they passed an isolated house, the shouts wavered again, forming into urgent words that caused her breath to catch in fright.

"Wake up! The army is coming! The regulars are out. Make ready! The troops are marching from Boston!"

So focused was she on the three riders pounding from the east that Meadow failed to hear more approaching through the field across the road.

Suddenly, a mounted patrol of four British officers with pistols drawn surrounded the riders, pulling them up short. Frightened, one of the horses reared wildly, throwing its passenger who scrambled away into the darkness.

In the confusion, someone gave a shout and both remaining riders spurred their mounts. One cleared the top of the wall twenty yards from Meadow and thudded away across the field with two officers in pursuit, but fortune failed the last rider. He thundered past, heading for a small wood just as six officers galloped out of it. "Stop! If you go an inch further, you are a dead man!"

One of the officers grasped the bridle of the winded horse, and his words reached Meadow in the stillness. "Sir, what is your name?" he asked.

The man raised a defiant chin. "It's Revere."

"Paul Revere?" Meadow heard the man's surprise. 

 "A fortunate catch," one rider growled.

Another taunted, "Just wait till you see what we do with spies and messengers and bleedin' Sons of Liberty."

"Sons of Iniquity, you mean," declared a third.

Revere stared them down. "Your plan to raid the magazine at Concord is well known. The country is being alerted. There will be five hundred militiamen awaiting you in Lexington."

There were exclamations of astonishment. "Five hundred? You're lying!"

"I consider myself a man of truth."

It took only a moment for the commanding officer to take the matter in hand. "Bring him along before the whole countryside comes down on us."

With that, they took to the road again, leading their unlucky captive. They passed Meadow just as the moon shone full through the fickle clouds. The captured man's shoulders were broad under a flowing cloak, his features strong and determined. Then they were gone, disappearing in the direction from which the riders first appeared.

Terrified, Meadow burrowed deep within the bushes as church bells, drums and even gunshots relayed the alarm deep into the countryside.

∗ ∗ ∗

When Meadow staggered into camp an hour later cold, stiff and sore, she woke Salizar and poured out the night's events. He jerked free of the tangled bedding. "You should have told me sooner. We must start for town without delay!"

Within minutes, Meadow had Aberdeen harnessed in his traces and coaxed to a rusty trot. As they sloshed through the ruts, the din from the jangling wares sounded harsh and unwelcome in the sleepy, predawn gloom.

Before they traveled a mile, a mounted patrol accosted them.

"Stay your wagon!" yelled a dark figure. White crisscross straps showed in the gloom, plainly marking him as an officer. Three others spilled across the road.

Meadow glared as one of the men roughly grasped Aberdeen's bridle. Two others dismounted and circled behind the wagon with a dim lantern where they rummaged beneath the canvas tarp.

"And where would you be sneakin' off to like rats in the dark?" asked the officer, spurring his mount close to the wagon with his hand on the hilt of a sword. "Up to no good, most likely? Along with the rest of the filth in these accursed colonies. Out of the wagon, old man. And you, too, boy. On the ground!"

Meadow's legs felt like warm butter as she leaped down and stood near Salizar, but her eyes flashed dangerously. How she'd like to run the haughty soldier through with the point of his own blade!

"I'm only a poor traveling merchant, sir," Salizar groveled, at his meekest. "A humble servant of the king. The boy and I earn our bread selling wares to the townsfolk hereabout. We are on our way to the coast to resupply. We heard a clamor and seek the safety of a town."

"I don't believe you," the officer sneered. As his horse danced around them he brought the point of his sword up to the level of Salizar's neck. "And it will be your dishonest blood I spill if you prove false!"

"It's true!" Meadow yelled. "He's an old man, of no harm to you! Leave him alone!"

"Wynn, no!" Salizar cried.

But the officer had already narrowed his eyes and shifted his attention to Meadow. Steel caressed her neck. "Perhaps you fancy yourself a hero, boy," he mocked.

"He's a rag and bone man, all right," called one of the rummagers, "and still hauling some wares."

The officer sneered down at them in the dark. "Probably smuggled goods that haven't been properly taxed." He called to the man in the rear, "Anything in there fixing payment for his majesty's troops?"

"Aye, sir. A fine knife, and a canteen to replace the one the horse stepped on."

"Bring them around!"

The soldier carried the items to the front where the officer looked them over appreciatively beneath the glare of the lantern. He slipped the knife into the waistline of his leggings and strapped the canteen over a shoulder. "Fine wares indeed, sir. Your donation is appreciated," he taunted.

Another figure on horseback stepped into the road. "Give them back, gentlemen."

The soldiers snapped to attention. "Lieutenant Munroe, sir! We were just exacting a toll for passage down the king's road. No harm intended, sir!"

The command repeated, "Give the gentleman back his wares, corporal. We are here to keep order, not incite the colonists to wrath."

Grudgingly, the corporal stepped aside. "My apologies," he muttered, returning the merchandise with a glowering look. 

"Nay, nay," Salizar simpered, bowing and refusing the goods. "It's a gift - to show I hold no animosity toward good King George. Each must do his best to see there's peace in the world, sure. The knife and canteen are yours to keep."

Meadow's eyes nearly popped out of her head. Salizar giving away merchandise? To that arrogant, scavenging jackal?

"Very well," Lieutenant Munroe agreed, "and thank you. If all were as generous as you, the presence of royal troops would not be required here at all."

Meadow almost choked.

With a slight bow, the officer nudged his horse back into the gloom. The berated corporal sheathed his sword and wheeled his mount, spurring him in the opposite direction. The others remounted and followed. With a tinkling of pots, Aberdeen set the wagon back in motion.

Out of earshot of the troops, Meadow turned on Salizar. "How could you pander to the British like that? The scoundrel tried to steal from you, or worse! No telling what he would have done if that fellow hadn't stepped in."

"Wynn, my lad, a knife and a canteen and a bit of pride are small insurance for an unscathed journey."

"But how can you not hate them?" Meadow raged.

He turned to her with a calculating look. "There are no profits in taking sides. If you cannot bow when required, you threaten my business and give me cause to bid you farewell. So, will you stay or go?"

The man was a two-sided coin, she realized with distaste, playing whatever politics served his pocketbook. And his scruples, if he had any, were fashioned of porridge. If it were not so important that she reached Boston...

"I'll stay," she muttered sullenly.






Chapter 8

The town was alive with noise and confusion. A number of pine pitch torches lit the green and flickered on the gathering of men roused from their beds. Some clustered in loose groups, broadly demonstrating their disgust for the sins of their sovereign. Others stood patient and silent, the long night of waiting evident in their strained features.

A crush of men migrated in and out of a well-lit tavern at the edge of the green, seeking heat, refreshment and information. Here and there a woman hovered, casting worried glances at the men and corralling awakened children behind closed doors.

Salizar pulled alongside the two-story structure and handed Meadow the reins before disappearing inside. She hunched over the seat, rubbing the worn leather straps and glancing down the road to Boston. A few more men trickled onto the field.

Gray light gathered at the edge of the horizon, softening the dark faces of buildings and of men. Meadow felt her anxiety grow with the dawn. These were not soldiers before her. They were merchants and tradesmen, husbands and fathers and farmers. Clad in rough homespun and armed with ancient fowling pieces and pitchforks, how could they hope to stand against the mighty British? Stubborn pride and righteous indignation they had in abundance, but it amounted to dust beneath the feet of the royal fighting machine.

She wanted to scream at the men to go home, to return to their families before it was too late, but she bit her lip. Her warning would only place her in danger of an angry mob, so she watched with an iron weight in her chest.

A rider thundered into town, pulling up sharply near a cluster of men in the center of the green. As his mount reared, he shouted, "Captain Parker, I saw them! Half mile out!"

The commander turned gravely to his drummer. "Sound the call to arms."

Men poured onto the field. Conversations rose and fell among them like grass tumbled by the wind. When their murmurings grew quiet, the captain addressed them, "Every man of you who is equipped, follow me. Those who have no weapon, go into the meetinghouse and furnish yourselves from the magazine. Then join the company."

Less than half of the men had arrived armed. These followed Captain Parker to the far side of the green where he arranged them into a single line. There they stood defiantly, waiting for their fellows who crowded the door of the meetinghouse.

Salizar reappeared and climbed into the wagon. "It'll do us no good to lose our merchandise now," he stated. He flicked the reins over Aberdeen's back. The old horse responded immediately, pulling the wagon out of sight behind the building.

Unable to hold her seat, Meadow leaped from the wagon and ran to the corner of the building like a moth drawn to the deadly flicker of a candle. As morbid as her curiosity felt, she had to know the outcome of the confrontation.

The town held its breath. Only the shuffle of weapons at the meetinghouse door broke the stillness. Women peered anxiously from behind dark, shuttered windows. The men held their line - forty tense faces set determinedly toward the lightening sky, toward Boston. Very young boys and very old men among them, they stood grim and stubborn.

The minutes ticked by slowly, feeling weighty and surreal. Nearby, a single bird awakened and began a noisy serenade. A lone dog trotted along the road, turning onto a narrow lane with a purposeful stride. A few more men from the meetinghouse straggled into the ranks.

Then they came.

The tramp of jackboots crunched and splashed over the road, echoing back from the fronts of the buildings.

Captain Parker paced before the militia, calling out encouragement and boosting their nerve. "Stand your ground, men," he yelled, "Don't fire first; but if they want a war, by God, let it start here!"

The regulars came quickly, wheeling to cut off three dozen men still scattered around the meetinghouse. Led by an officer on a magnificent stallion, they came stern-faced and proud, showing little sign of their all-night march.

Each wore a blood red uniform crisscrossed with straps that held weighty packs to their backs. White wigs and black hats bobbed as they came, marking time with each step. Against their shoulders rested muskets fully as tall as Meadow, affixed with bayonets that stabbed at the sky like so many needles.

She watched with wide, frightened eyes as row upon row of the king's men flooded the commons until they outnumbered the colonists nearly three to one. Then they stopped, and the world fell silent.

The stallion pranced before the colonists, and the officer brandished his sword. He called out in a voice that rang across the field like a tolling bell, "Disperse, you rebels! Lay down your arms!"

When he dropped his weapon, the first platoon fired a sudden volley at the colonists.

Meadow jumped in horror at the unexpected noise and peeked out from between splayed fingers. As the smoke wafted away toward the east, she could see the American line still intact. Too close to miss, the shots must have been charged with only powder.

The rebels shifted nervously, but they held fast. Tension flowed thick as cream as men eyed each other across the field. Meadow held her breath and leaned forward, counting each slow heartbeat.

When she felt she must scream, Captain Parker finally ordered his men to scatter.

Meadow sank to the earth with relief. To order anything less, she knew, would have meant a blood bath. But just as the ranks of colonists began to disband, a single shot rang out.

It jolted Meadow with its suddenness. Before its echoes died away, pandemonium broke out across the commons. She cowered against the building as the horror of war unfolded before her.

Guns belched smoke and fire. Militia men fired randomly, diving for any shelter they could find while the disciplined platoons, wild as demons with the heat of battle, shot volley after volley into the colonists. Then they charged, chasing the rebels from the field. Bayonets flashed and stabbed and came up red, and screams rose ghostlike from the hazy field.

The officer rode frantically among his men, waving his arms and ordering them to stop, but his voice was lost in the thunder of shots. Shapes grew slow and distorted in the dimness and the roiling smoke, and the acrid smell of powder scorched the air. After an eternity of hell, a drum roll demanded a cease-fire and the guns fell silent at last.

A west wind swept away the smoke to reveal ten Americans writhing on the ground. Eight more lay irrevocably still.

Cheers broke out among the unscathed regulars, but their officer checked them with an angry command.

In the sullen silence that followed, Meadow heard the sound of more jackboots. Another long column of red uniforms poured in from the Boston road. Her lips parted and her jaw hung slack as the number of British in the town quickly tripled.

At a stern word from their officer, the scattered regulars regrouped. The mounted man rode back to confer with his superior among the new arrivals, and within minutes, the whole army snaked through town and disappeared down the road toward Concord.

The town began to breathe. Meadow's vision blurred as family members burst from the surrounding buildings and raced across the bloodied green. She cringed at the sobs of new widows, at the puzzled expression of children too young to understand. She felt fuzzy-headed, as if she'd just set down a tragic story yet lingered still between its pages.

But there was no setting this tale aside.

Slowly, the militia returned from the woods to which they had been scattered. They tended their dead and wounded, carrying them inside houses scattered around the green. And as they worked, they looked often down the Concord road, their flinty glare solidified into hatred.

Meadow sadly shook her head. The foolish men! Didn't they know the British would run them over, trample them like rats beneath a team of horses? Why had they taken the risk?

She remembered the looks of grim determination, the stubborn stances. They had known, and yet they stayed, and in her heart she knew their reason. She understood it, she shared it, but would she have traded her life for it?

She turned away.

∗ ∗ ∗

"Wynn, let's go," Salizar called frantically.

"Where?" Was there any place on earth they could escape the madness that had overrun them?

"North. To a farmhouse I know of. We must get off this road."

Meadow climbed into the wagon and swayed unheedingly as it bounced and shifted under her. Her heart felt burned away, like a dug-out canoe, with only a scarred shell remaining. In her mind she could still see the dead lying unmoving beneath the cloudy April sky.

"I've been told of a farmer willing to stockpile food stores. Isaac the stevedore went ahead to make all ready. For a significant sum, of course," he despaired. "But we will make it up."

"You're still going to go through with this?"

"It's been my plan all along."

"But after what just happened-"

Salizar grinned broadly. "We've been given the perfect opportunity to sneak into the city. The mice play while the cat's away."

Meadow suddenly understood what a pirate the man truly was. "You're despicable," she spat.

He shrugged. "A man has to eat."

They sat in silence as the countryside rolled past. Meadow felt faint, and her head churned with images of the morning. At one point, she vomited her revulsion over the side of the wagon.

At last, Salizar turned the horse into the lane of a farmhouse. A woman appeared at the door so quickly Meadow assumed she had been watching at the window.

"Is this the home of Jonas Bridwell?" Salizar called.

"Aye, 'tis. Have ye news of him?" asked the stony-faced woman.

"He is not at home?"

"Nay. Called to arms in the middle of the night. He left for Lexington before first light. Have ye any word?"

Salizar's features softened to pained sorrow, and Meadow almost gagged on the phony display of compassion. "I'm sorry-" he began, but she interrupted him.

"Oh, stuff it, Salizar. Be about your business. I'll tend to the lady."

Meadow hopped down and approached the trembling woman as the old man coaxed Aberdeen toward the barn. "There's been an exchange of gunfire, madam," she explained gently. "Several Americans were wounded, some fatally. I'm sorry I can give you no names." 

The woman sank to a chair in slow motion, the muscles in her jaw clenching and unclenching. "Surely, they would send word about Jonas if he, if he-"

Meadow nodded. "Of course they would. But most of the militia followed the British to Concord. It may be a long day, I'm afraid. Is there anyone who could come stay with you? A neighbor or relative?"

"Aye, I've a good friend down the road a pace. Her husband has also gone away to fight. I'll go to her."

"I'll hitch a horse for you. Have you any children?"

"Nay, lad. The last is long since grown."

Meadow proceeded to the barn and located a small cart. She could hear Salizar clattering beyond her sight. He must have found what he was looking for.

Having no idea of the woman's driving abilities, Meadow chose a dappled gray mare that stood quietly in its stall. It made no protest as she harnessed it to the cart and led it to the woman's door.

The woman appeared with a heavy shawl and a hamper laden with food that would most likely remain uneaten. Meadow helped her in and handed up the reins.

"My master has business with your husband. I'll see he pays you what is owed."

"Thank you, dear," the woman said gratefully. "You're a good lad." With a flick of the reins, she drove out of the yard.

 "Wynn! Come prove your mettle! I need a hand with these heavy barrels," Salizar called from the barn's open door.

On entering, she found he had emptied the wagon of its dwindling merchandise and its sacks of rags and bones and stacked them haphazardly about the floor. Now he gestured toward a mound of foodstuffs piled neatly in one corner.

"Isaac really came through!" he cheered. "Flour, sugar, bacon, cornmeal! This will sell for its value many times again!"

Meadow set to loading the heavy bags and barrels and soon removed her coat. It was backbreaking work, but at last the wagon bed was filled and covered with a dirty canvas.

"You better hope the rain stays away," she muttered. "Even big old Aberdeen will have a time of it pulling this load through mud."

Meadow's stomach growled ravenously. She munched on stale cornbread and helped herself to a hand pump in the yard. Then, before leaving, she demanded several coins from her reluctant employer and left them on the kitchen table.

"I truly hope your husband is all right," she murmured to the empty room.

Salizar chose a route that joined the Boston road several miles east of Lexington. Aberdeen plodded along slowly, and the sun toppled into the west before they approached the juncture.

As they drew near, the sound of heavy boots echoed in the distance. Meadow caught a whiff of smoke and spied a lazy spiral curling heavenward. Aberdeen snorted and tossed his head nervously. The spiral soon darkened to a pillar that blackened the sky and choked the countryside.

"We're too late," Salizar stated, halting the wagon. "The British have returned."

Ahead of them, the figures of a woman and three young children broke into view, arms laden with precious articles that dropped in their wake. A man clad in a scarlet uniform gave chase. Abruptly, he threw up his arms and fell headlong onto the dirt. The sound of a shot followed, rolling along the road like thunder.

Meadow's hand jerked to her mouth and her eyes bulged with horror. What had happened? What were the British doing here? And who dared to shoot at them after what they had done to the men on Lexington green?

As she watched, a company of regulars passed into view, staggering down the Boston road. Muddy, disheveled, and drooping beneath their packs, they stared grimly ahead. The men little resembled the crisply marching troops of that morning.

Another shot rang out, felling a soldier who crumpled beneath his knapsack. His comrades shouted in alarm, swinging guns that only guessed at the position of the ghosts that haunted them.

Meadow caught a glimpse of gun smoke wafting from behind a large tree. As she watched, the figure of a man darted out dressed in filthy buckskins and a wide-brimmed hat. He ripped open a paper cartridge with his teeth as he ran, pouring in powder and shot and jamming the ramrod down the barrel. After diving behind a stone fence, he primed the pan and sighted along the gun's incredible length. Another thundering crack rent the air.

"Move along, men!" shouted a red-clad officer. Usually mounted, the man had lost his horse or decided the animal made him too easy a target. He marched among his company, pressing them onward toward safety.

Salizar turned Aberdeen off the road toward a barn behind which they might wait out the dangerous parade. As they crossed a field, the source of the reeking cloud rolled into view. A two-story house burned ferociously, throwing sparks high into the air. Flames roared from its windows and licked hungrily at the roof.

Meadow closed her eyes and fragments of old memories blurred together like smoke, slipping into one another then whirling apart. Memories of flames and terror, disbelief and loss. The bitter taste of acid. The charred remains of a village.

Her eyes opened and filled with sorrow for the family newly touched by British hatred. But she had little time to mourn. For suddenly Meadow found herself gazing down the long barrel of a musket. An angry eye squinted at the far end, holding her steady in the gun's sights.

The man's mouth split in a wicked grin revealing yellow, broken teeth. A high-pitched cackle broke out. "Thought you'd escaped, didn't ya?"






Chapter 9

The voice sounded oddly familiar. Looking about, Meadow saw the wagon had been surrounded by a troupe of armed rebels.

Then recognition dawned. Several of the men had eaten with them in the Yellow Dog tavern, but their appearance had changed from their last meeting. Dirt and blood smeared their clothing, and powder burns blackened their skin. Long hair blew ragged in the wind. Faces that had laughed and drank together now burned hard and angry.

"I knew I recognized that wagon!" the man cackled again.

One man trembled with fury and pointed an accusing finger at Salizar. "I saw the devil," he exploded. "Dressed in a red uniform and participatin' in the mischief. Led a pack of them ravagin' wolves right to my door, he did, and set me house ablaze! Woulda taken the scalp of me oldest boy, too, if the missus hadn't let loose with me granddad's pistol and put a hole in 'im big as the barn door!"

Meadow gaped at the man, and Salizar spluttered with indignant fury. "I did nothing of the kind!" he managed.

"Not you, ye bugger, that scoundrel Duncan! A British spy, he were, and you led him to our doors!"

Salizar's speech dried up, and his mouth worked like a fish gasping in the bottom of a boat.

Meadow absorbed the news quickly, but it didn't strike her with the same surprise. She had tasted the preacher's falsehood from the beginning. The fact that he was dead caused her little regret.

"They're spies!" the man hollered. "Shoot them!"

Meadow's throat closed, cutting off her breath so she couldn't even defend herself.

A chorus of cheers greeted the suggestion, but one man stayed them with an upraised hand. "No, Landon. Take them in. I'll have no vigilante justice."

"We've had plenty of that today already, Todd," one man pointed out. "Why develop a conscience now?"

"True enough, but I'll not lift my hand against an old man and a boy. Take them in, or find no difference between yourselves and the red devils that plague us."

At his words, rough hands seized Meadow and dragged her from the wagon. She and Salizar were forced through an overgrown field where briars yanked at their clothing. Landon led Aberdeen behind.

They were taken to a grove of trees out of sight of the road where a handful of colonists crouched, hastily stuffing their mouths with chunks of bread and a stolen apple pie. The men arose warily, muzzle-loaders at the ready, but they relaxed at the sight of their captors. 

The prisoners were dragged before a tall man, distinguished even in his disarray. "We've captured a pair of spies, Colonel Barrett."

The man eyed them carefully. "A boy and an old man?"

"Their ages don't matter. They brought to our town a man called Duncan who was later seen in British uniform, delivering atrocities upon the good people of Concord."

"Three of us saw them together, sir," another man affirmed. "They spent the evening in the Yellow Dog two nights past, gathering information to use against us."

The Colonel's eyes narrowed. "Where is this Duncan now?"

"Dead, sir."

Barrett gazed at the pair shrewdly. "What have you to say for yourselves?"

Salizar groveled before the man. "Beg your pardon, sir. I'm just a traveling peddler, as loyal to your cause as each one here. The man in question approached us on the road several nights past, begging the safety of our company. Having been accosted by a royalist that same morning, we welcomed his presence."

Meadow met the man's gaze without wavering. "What he says about Duncan is true. After leaving Concord yesterday, we had a falling out and parted ways. We've not seen the man since."

As the Colonel chewed on their story, a shadow shifted beside a nearby tree. John Blackburn stepped into view. "Let them go."

Barrett turned to him in surprise. "Explain yourself, John."

"I know these two and their sympathies. The old one is loyal to his wealth alone, but there's no harm in him. The boy has proven honorable, even aided the patriot cause. On my honor, sir, they are not spies."

"But you were there!" exclaimed the one called Landon. "You saw them in the tavern in the company of the spy."

"Indeed, I was there. I saw you drunkenly deal out information in exchange for the charms of a very clever man. How can you fault this man for the same misjudgment of character? I say, let them go."

Landon glowered at the remarks, but his protests fell silent.

After a short pause, Colonel Barrett nodded crisply. "I'll take you at your word, John. The prisoners are free to go."

"Thank you, sir," Meadow breathed, relief flooding her taut muscles.

Landon and the other newcomers gathered around the food. John lowered himself to the ground beside the tree and offered Meadow and Salizar a loaf of bread. They accepted it gratefully.

"What happened?" Meadow asked. 

John sighed and wiped a hand across his face. "The worst, I fear. You were right. The British learned of the arsenal in Concord. The Committee of Safety has known this for weeks. When Gage moved to take it, a messenger rode ahead and warned us they were coming."

Meadow recalled the midnight riders. One of them must have gotten through.

John continued grimly, "There was fighting in

Lexington-"

"We were there."

He nodded and skipped the details. "John Hancock and Samuel Adams were hiding in the town, but both escaped before daylight. By the time the British advanced to Concord we already had the supplies hidden. They burned and looted portions of the town but found nothing.

"There was a skirmish at the bridge north of town, but our men held fast. The redcoats retreated in confusion - a rout, really - until reinforcements met them in Lexington. Hundreds of minutemen from all over the countryside have been following their progress back to Boston. Blood has been shed on both sides, but I believe the British have known the worst of it."

Meadow listened with growing incredulity. The all-powerful English in retreat before a ragtag band of colonists?

John gave a wan smile. "I believe the British share your surprise. We have proven we can challenge the armies of the king, but in the days ahead we will need all the encouragement we can muster from this knowledge."

He paused, and his next words were laced with strain. "The British will regroup. War has begun."

John stood to rejoin his comrades, but he turned back with a warning. "Salizar, stay off the road. The British are burning and looting and putting to death any they catch - even women and children."

Meadow and Salizar returned to their rig where Aberdeen was enjoying his time off duty, snatching lazily at wispy grasses. Taking John's words of caution to heart, they backtracked a mile from the junction. Toward evening, Salizar's chin grew weighted and settled comfortably on his chest, but Meadow sat rigid, listening to the distant crack of gunshots.

The yawning sun slipped behind the horizon and evening stars began to sprinkle the purple sky. The air grew cold, and the sounds of battle retreated far to the east, marking the passage of the last company of British.

Meadow roused Salizar.

"What are you going to do?" she asked. "The troops will reach Boston before us. Our opportunity is lost."

Salizar stretched and grasped the reins. "Perhaps not," he smiled and drove the wagon back to the Boston Road.

The debris of war littered the countryside. Hot, smoking hulks of buildings stood at intervals like glowing skeletons in the gloom. Some still burned, igniting trees and defying the shadowy figures that sought to stamp out their angry, spreading sparks. The few houses that had escaped the inferno shone brightly from every window, crammed to the eaves with family and neighbors waiting for word or mourning their dead.

Rubbish littered the yards and spilled into the roadway to twine in the spokes of the wagon. Knapsacks lay scattered about, discarded by weary soldiers. At the side of the road lay a dead dog, slashed open with the point of a bayonet, and here and there the body of a soldier or a colonist lay in a grotesque heap, not yet recovered for burial.

Meadow rode as one in a dream. If she had not witnessed so much death already, she would have wept aloud, but her emotions had passed the point of saturation. Instead, only sad regret dampened her face and weighted her shoulders.

Suddenly, a ragged band of rebels leaped out of the darkness with raised muskets. "We need your wagon," one demanded. "Got some dead and wounded that need transport."

"Certainly," Salizar agreed with an ingratiating smile. "Don't shoot. I'm an American myself and glad to be of service."

One man held them at gunpoint as two others were helped unsteadily into the back of the wagon. A third was hoisted up by his fellows and lay still.

The guard prodded Salizar with his gun. "Drive us to the next intact building you can find."

Ten minutes later, lights gleamed brightly from the windows of a roadside tavern.

"I know this place," one of the men stated. "Pull in here."

The door of the pub opened as they drove near, spilling light onto their passengers. The fighters looked pinched and strained. Only white eyes showed in their blackened faces. One of their wounded had slumped over unconscious and the other rattled painfully with every sucking breath, but it was the sight of the man stretched stiffly across the tarp that jolted Meadow to a reaction.

"John!" she cried, flinging herself at the prostrate man.

The solemn visage of John Blackburn blurred before her, relaxed in his final sleep. In shock, she reached out to touch the hand that had once clasped hers so heartily. It now lay waxy and cold.

"He's gone, boy," one of the men said regretfully. "Took a musket ball clean through the heart."

She bowed her head, tears splashing into the curly black hair, and thought of Patience. Left alone to run a farm and raise five children, the woman would be tested to her limits. Meadow recalled her resolute faith and her quiet strength and hoped fervently that both would be enough to sustain her.

"He was a good man," Salizar whispered, wiping his eyes. She knew John was one man he had truly admired.

Meadow crossed herself and said a brief prayer for her friend as the men carried him inside the tavern. Silently, Salizar pressed on. "There's nothing we can do here, Wynn."

Soon they began to overtake the bedraggled British troops. Weakened soldiers trailed behind their stronger comrades, weary with pursuit, lack of sleep, heavy equipment, wounds and nearly forty miles of marching. Once again the wagon was commandeered at gunpoint and the tarpaulined bed piled high with wounded.

Meadow watched Salizar bite his lip in anger as a clumsy fellow dislodged a barrel of flour, knocking it to the road in a ghostly explosion. She could just imagine the figures dancing in his brain as he added up his losses.

She walked at Aberdeen's bridle, encouraging the beast with his frightfully heavy load. He plodded on slowly but surely, and the night grew late before one of their hijackers commanded, "Bring us across Charlestown Neck."

Salizar deposited the wounded at the dock in Charlestown where the navy had already begun shipping soldiers and casualties back across the Charles River into Boston. On the mainland behind them, Meadow could see the flames of a hundred campfires glaring like watchful eyes. The hordes of minutemen had settled into the surrounding hills to wait like a patient lion, hemming the British in Boston Harbor.

Salizar backtracked and guided the weary horse down the Boston road, past the menacing eyes and around the spreading mouth of the river. Twice they were accosted by armed colonists but Salizar uncovered his supplies, claiming an invitation to the hungry city by Sam Adams himself, and both times they were let past. At last, far into the night, they arrived at the fortifications that spanned Boston Neck.

Several articles had been left in the wagon following the removal of the wounded British. "Wynn, lad," Salizar said as they approached the gate, "scatter those soldier things around and go lie under the canvas with your bare feet sticking out."

Meadow was so frightened that she obeyed without question.

At the gate, confusion reigned. Rumors of the slaughter on the road had preceded them, and already unfounded tales of heroics and atrocities grew larger than the battleships moored in the harbor.

A harried corporal approached the wagon, "Wot you got b'neath the tarp?"

"Dead," Salizar boldly lied.

The officer's eyes widened at the size of the load. "Blimey! Stacked up like cordwood, they are! British or American?"

"Both."

He opened the gate and Salizar drove over the causeway.

Others took one look at the dead feet and waved them on.

At the entrance to the city, a sentry pointed vaguely north. "Over there. Bring them to the Common."

Salizar steered Aberdeen down Orange Street. "You can come out now," he called back to Meadow after a hundred yards.

He veered sharply east and followed a waterfront thick with soldiers and spectators alike. No one in the town slept, it seemed. Citizens huddled in tight groups with excited mumblings that rose and fell like the waves in the harbor.

Meadow saw one old man wearing a long night shirt with bare feet shoved hastily into his shoes, but most folks had never bothered to retire for the evening. Men, women and children, eager for an end to the occupation, prowled about like bobcats in the gloom, intent on information.

"Are you come from outside?" someone called up to them.

"Aye. We mixed with the battle," Salizar declared importantly.

"Have you seen the militia? They are not defeated?"

Meadow shook her head. "Not yet. They've given a good account of themselves, but now they rest across the water."

"We've seen their fires."

Others called up questions about particular men, but they had no answers for the anxious friends. Instead, Salizar began passing around an address he had scrawled on a scrap of paper.

"We bring supplies," he announced. "Bacon, flour, sugar, salt. Bring hard currency. I'll accept no paper or bartered goods."

The crowd scattered in murmured excitement. Salizar left the waterfront and wound through the city. He turned onto a quiet street with tidy yards and Georgian houses that stood closely side by side. The neighborhood appeared tranquil and inviting after the chaos they had left behind.

Salizar guided the horse to a carriage house behind a red-bricked house. "Jump down and open that door, lad," he instructed.

Meadow obeyed and the man drove inside. Whistling contentedly to himself, Salizar climbed down and left the building.

Meadow unhitched Aberdeen and led the deserving beast to a wide, straw-strewn stall. Helping herself to feed and water, she filled his trough and collapsed beneath a blanket in the warm, sweet hay.






Chapter 10

Meadow awoke with a start, thrashing out the panic of a dream. Her heart thudded violently and straw stuck to her clammy skin. Across the stall, Aberdeen glanced at her serenely as if to ask what the problem might be.

She heaved a shaky breath and flopped back in the straw, but a memory more dreadful than fantasy gripped her with icy persistency. John Blackburn lay dead in a tavern outside of Boston and Patience could not even know until tomorrow.

Meadow huddled miserably in the morning gloom. How many others shared their story? How many children lost a father? A brother? How many mothers would never hug their son again? The night's violence had torn a rift in the fabric of the British Empire that would forever leave an ugly scar.

A murmur of voices touched Meadow's ears, and the dim light of a lantern glowed above the stall. Rising, she saw a group gathered about the curious wagon, exclaiming over its treasures.

Salizar spotted her and sauntered over with a beaming smile. "Ah, you finally woke up. Such a night we've had, eh? We couldn't have planned it better if we tried! Imagine walking right into the city without so much as a 'by your leave!'"

Meadow's stomach rolled as he jingled a pouch heavy with coins.

"While you slept, already I've sold half my wares. The people of Boston are in great need. We have done well to bring them food."

And charge them four times the price, she wanted to add, but she held her tongue. The man was a hyena preying on the unfortunate, picking at the bones of a carcass. She could not wait to be shed of him.

"We've reached the sea," she stated, climbing over the wall of the stall. "Here I will leave your employ."

Salizar paused, staring at her open-mouthed. "But the harbor is blocked. You cannot sail from Boston."

"I never said I wished to sail. You only assumed it."

"Then why would a young man travel to the coast?"

She pushed through the customers and fished for her coat and bag in the wagon bed. "My reasons are my own."

He shrugged. "This shipment promises to sell out by noon. If you change your mind, I'll be leaving Boston in the evening before the British regroup. I've no wish to become trapped here like this ragged lot." He jerked his head at his customers.

"You won't see me." She tossed the bag over her shoulder. "Take care of Aberdeen. He's a good horse."

"Aye, that he is," he said staring after her in dismay. "That he is."

∗ ∗ ∗

The brightness of morning stung Meadow's eyes. She felt lighthearted and free, like a yearling colt loosed from its traces. At long last she had reached Boston, and her father was within walking distance! But having no idea where he lived, she began wandering at random.

The morning throbbed with the sounds of a city renewing itself. Children shouted to one another, pleased with their unexpected holiday. Cobblestones rang with the beat of iron horseshoes. A sulky milk cow lowed in protest as a Negro girl tugged its lead, coaxing it to pasture on the common green; its bell clanked with each step. Women with baskets on their arms hustled to market, hopeful to find flour or sugar for the day's needs.

Meadow threaded her way past the docks. Though most commerce had dried up with the blockade, some shops remained open. She paused to avoid a team of Belgians pulling a dray loaded with brick and wood. Somewhere, the thin sound of a tin horn wavered, marking a fisherman's fortune despite the battleships moored in the harbor.

She traveled down a row of wood-framed houses, their upper stories hanging out above the road like a line of old women leaning over a fence. Occasionally, she passed a grand estate nestled safely within vast gardens. These she bypassed quickly, disturbed by reminders of Wellshire.

As she wandered deeper into the heart of the city, the lanes became narrow and crooked and lined with tall, weary buildings that leaned against one another for support. A forest of brick chimneys grew up among them. Here and there a steeple pointed the way to heaven, but not one church, she noticed, advertised mass.

She traveled in circles, becoming hopelessly lost, no closer to finding her father than when she began. She hunched her shoulders and shoved her hands deep into her coat pockets. To have come so far only to wander aimlessly around the city...

Her fingers brushed cold metal. From the forgotten depths of her coat, she pulled a chain and a tarnished silver pendant - Daniel's gift!

Her fingers tightened around it and she ran down the street, retracing her route. Within a few minutes, she stood under a dangling sign that creaked in the breeze. Painted on the sign was a picture of two interlocked rings; one gold, the other silver.

Meadow pressed her face to the shop window as church bells tolled out nine o'clock. An old man sat with his back to her, bent over a table draped with an oily cloth. Before him perched a pair of silver candlesticks and a jar of reddish powder.

She entered, and the door brushed against a little bell that tinkled overhead.

The man looked up. He was old. Very old, but his face wrinkled in a cheery smile. His teeth, Meadow saw, were made of wood and his hair gleamed snow white. Could this ancient fellow be Daniel's mother's friend?

"I'll be with you in a moment," he declared, squinting at her. "I'm almost finished polishing up this order."

He gave one of the candlesticks a few more strokes then wiped his hands on a leather apron and shuffled over. "What can I do for you, young man?"

Meadow held out the necklace. "Please, sir, I'm wondering if you've ever seen this before. I'm looking for the man who made it."

He held the pendant up to the light, his bushy eyebrows bouncing up and down as he examined it. "No, no, I can't say I've ever seen it."

"It was given to my friend's mother by a childhood playmate," she explained.

"Aye, a rough piece of work," he nodded. "Though I can't identify it, I can clean it up so we can see it better."

So saying, the man grabbed the damp rag he had been working with and dipped a corner into the red powder. He rubbed the necklace with practiced movements, turning it this way and that. He held it up to the window, squinting, then returned to his task.

After several minutes, he handed it back to her. "That's better."

Like magic, the tarnish had disappeared, and the little silver heart shimmered brightly. Meadow spun it and watched the sunlight reflect back in yellow droplets.

"Is there another silversmith in town who might recognize this?"

The man puckered his mouth in thought. "Aye, several. But only one comes to mind who might fit your bill."

"Can you direct me to him?"

"Oh, you won't find him. He's as fine a patriot as he is a smith. He'll be out fighting this war until he's dead or until the last redcoat ships for England."

Meadow's hopes plummeted. She was beginning to feel like she was chasing a wild rabbit. "I would like to try anyway, if you'd be kind enough to tell me the way."

"Sure, sure," the jeweler agreed. "His shop's out on Clark's Wharf, but he won't open today. You might ask at his house. His wife's a fine woman. Mess of young ones, too."

Meadow bit down her irritation. "How do I find it?"

"He lives in the North End. Turn west and walk till you reach old Watson's shop. Watson's dead now, you know - on account of the pox - but the shop's still there. Turn right and continue to the stump of the old maple tree..."

 She listened carefully but soon felt hopelessly lost. She would have to find someone who could give clearer instructions.

"...or you could follow the water to North Square. He lives at the bottom end, west side of the road. Old house, diamond-paned windows, top story overhang, and a passel of youngsters in the yard. You can't miss it."

This route seemed much easier. "I'll do that," she replied. "Thank you." The bell above the door tinkled again as she set out with renewed purpose.

Her path took her back to the docks where the water sparkled in the sunlight. In the distance a British man-of-war patrolled the entrance to the Atlantic - the clutching fist of a king maintaining his strangle-hold on a rebellious colony. And perhaps somewhere out there still drifted the cases of tea that had sparked the blockade to begin with.

Several shipyards sat empty, their dry docks holding only the bones of unfinished vessels left to rot with nowhere to sail. Vacant storehouses lay silent and forlorn, interspersed with a number of seedy-looking taverns. The pubs, of course, still boasted life - mostly harlots and vagrant sailors.

Meadow caught a whiff of smoking tobacco. A listless dockhand lounged against the side of a weather-worn building, glaring at her under sullen brows. She trembled before recalling her disguise.

Following the smith's directions, she passed into a residential neighborhood and soon spotted a row of houses like the one she sought. Upon asking, she was directed to a house hung with political cartoons in the upper story windows. She knocked on the door.

While she waited, Meadow pulled off her hat and ruffled her hair. It had grown longer during the weeks of flight but hung in limp, uneven strands, not yet long enough to pull together behind her neck. Nothing like the beautiful fiery tendrils of another age, she thought mournfully.

She pulled the hat firmly back in place. Just as well. Even in Boston - perhaps especially in Boston - she must maintain her disguise.

The door opened, revealing a young girl about her own age. "Yes?"

"Hello," Meadow smiled, holding out the pendant. "Is your father a silversmith? I'm looking for the man who made this."

The girl grimaced. "My father is the finest smith in the city. This cannot be his work."

"It's quite old. Perhaps when he was young?"

"Perhaps," she shrugged. "But he's not here right now."

"Please, is there anyone here who might recognize this? It's very important." Tears gathered in Meadow's eyes. She knew she was grasping at straws.

The girl's face gentled with compassion. "My grandmother might know. She's visiting a friend, but I expect her back any time. You may come in and wait if you like." She held the door open. "I'm Sarah."

"Thank you. I'm Wynn." Meadow stepped into the entry, blinded momentarily after the brightness outside.

"My brother, Paul, is at the forge right now. Perhaps he could fix your necklace for you," Sarah suggested.

"It's not broken."

"Then why do you need a silversmith?"

Meadow took a deep breath. "It's a long story."

The girl smiled. "Grandmother isn't back yet," she prompted.

"The pendant belonged to my friend's mother," Meadow explained. "I was told the smith who made it could be trusted."

By now Meadow's eyes had grown accustomed to the light, and as she turned, a full-sized portrait in an adjoining room made her gasp. The picture was of a broad-faced man with chin in hand, holding a half-finished silver teapot. It was the captured midnight rider!

"Revere!" she exclaimed. Had it been only been two nights ago?

Sarah followed her eyes. "You know my father?"

"I saw him riding, alerting the countryside."

Sarah's face lit up. "Was he well? We haven't heard from him since he left."

Meadow gulped. How could she tell the girl her father had been captured by a British patrol? "He was alive and well and very brave," she managed.

"If you need a trustworthy smith, as you said, you have come to the right house. My father is trusted with messages by the Committee of Safety, as you saw with your own eyes."

Meadow's heart sank past her toes. The smith had been captured. Now she'd never get to question him. "That is little help if he is not here."

Sarah laid a hand on her shoulder. "There are those who consider me trustworthy. Can I help you?"

"I'm looking for my father." The words came out softly, tremulously.

"You know mine. Perhaps chance has it that I know yours."

Meadow looked at the girl, so hopeful and eager to help. She decided to take a chance. "My father is Amos McKenzie. He's indentured somewhere in the city."

Sarah's smile stretched to reveal white teeth, even except for one crooked eyetooth. "I do know him!" she exclaimed. "His master is a friend of my father's!"

Meadow grabbed her arm. "Direct me at once! I've not seen him in five years!"

But Sarah's smile faltered. "Your voice does not betray that you are Irish, but if you are known as your father's son, you will have a difficult time here."

"What do you mean?"

"Few in Boston tolerate outsiders. Catholics, in particular, they despise. Even Sam Adams once said there is more to fear from the growth of Popery than from the Stamp Act," she snorted.

"You don't fear Catholicism?"

"I don't agree with the Yankee habit of persecuting those different from themselves. My own grandfather had to go to great lengths to fit in after he arrived from France, even to the point of changing his name."

Meadow felt a growing alarm. "Is my father well?"

"Your father is strong. His fists have taught his tormentors well, but it has been hard for him."

What had her father endured these past years?

Sarah continued, "His master is a tolerant man with a deep affection for your father. He can be trusted." She appraised Meadow's slight size. "You would do well to make yourself known as his nephew, if he agrees. I fear you wouldn't garner the same grudging respect your father has managed."

"Tell me how I can find my father."

"I have a better idea. I will send for him to meet you in Christ Church directly. There you will have some privacy."

"Thank you!" She fought the impulse to hug the girl. "But don't tell him 'tis I who will meet him. I've come to the city unlooked for. He would worry if he knew the truth."

"I'll tell him my father needs him. Your secret shall remain your own."






Chapter 11

Meadow waited impatiently, hidden in a box pew at the front of the church. Her feet tapped the floorboards, her fingers drummed her knees and her heart hammered out its anticipation. She had waited long years to see her father only to have her whole body rebel at waiting one hour more.

At last, a loud voice filled the church. "What are you doing here, Revere? And what's this all about? We received an urgent message to come immediately. I say, are the British already concocting some additional devilry?"

Meadow allowed only silence to meet the unfamiliar voice.

It spoke again. "There's no one here, McKenzie. It must have been a prank. Confounded kids."

Meadow's heart leaped at the mention of her father's name. She gathered her courage and made her voice sound as deep as possible. "I seek only Amos McKenzie." The words wavered in the vast room despite her brave attempt.

"I'm here. Show yourself," Amos demanded in his beloved, musical brogue.

With trembling knees, Meadow raised herself above the half-wall. Two men were silhouetted in the doorway, but Meadow had eyes only for one.

Amos stared hard at her, frowning across the room. "Do I know you?"

She laughed. "I think you do."

His eyes grew round, and the color drained from beneath his bushy, red beard.

"What's going on?" the booming voice demanded.

Meadow's eyes shifted to the tall, dark-haired man, as craggy as the New England coast. She stepped forward boldly. If anything, her journey had taught her the art of dramatics. "Wynn McKenzie, sir, and pleased to meet you. Pardon my father," she said, pulling off a cocky smirk, "I was unexpected, and he's a bit overcome."

The man exploded in a gusty belly laugh. "He's a stout one, Amos. A fine strapping lad! Would that America had ten thousand more like him.

"I'm Jonathan Woods," he said, gripping Meadow's hand. "But I see this summons had little to do with me. I'll leave you two alone to catch up. Bring the boy round for a hearty meal when you're through, Amos."

With a stomp of huge shoes, the man left the church.

Meadow pulled off her hat, twirling it anxiously in her hands. "Da?"

"Meadow!" he breathed. "How can this be?"

Instead of answering, she rushed to bury her face in his chest, engulfed in his massive arms.

"Meadow, my lass, what happened? Why are you here?" The questions rolled off Amos' tongue in a soft lilt, but Meadow could only cling to him and cry out the misery of their years apart.

"There, there, Chickadee," he crooned, stroking her hair and rocking her as if she were a small child.

Meadow breathed in the smell of him, squeezing him tightly, afraid she might wake up and find him gone.

Gradually, her sobs gave way to broken hiccups, and she smeared away the last clinging tears. "Oh, Da, I've missed you. So much has happened."

She pulled away and soaked in his beloved face. He looked old. Lines creased his ruddy skin, and he bore several scars that had not been there when they parted.

"I've missed you too, lass. More than I ever thought possible." He splayed his fingers in her chopped hair. "But is this the fashion now outside Boston?"

Meadow laughed, and a load of worries cascaded to the floor. "It's actually grown quite long. And the story grows longer still."

"We have as much time as you need. Come," he said, leading her to a pew along the back wall. "Tell me how you've come to Boston dressed as a lad years before the termination of your indenture."

Meadow spilled her tale in its entirety, beginning with the day she left Boston bound for Wellshire. She revealed her master's cruelty, Widow Pym's disdain and her own excruciating loneliness. Then she told him of Sarah, and Esther, and Daniel and the horses. She described Hathbane's attack, her flight to freedom with Salizar, and finally ended with their involvement in the battle. She left nothing out.

Amos paced the floor in agitation, a caged animal taunted to a terrible, impotent wrath. "I'll kill him," he fumed, crashing a huge, deadly fist into his palm. "If that son of a serpent, Dennison, ever sets foot in Boston, I will kill him."

"No, Da!" she exclaimed, jumping up and grasping his arm. "The law belongs to the rich, to twist to their own purpose. They would kill you. Then what will I have gained?"

Passion blazed in his hazel eyes. "Some things are worth fighting for!"

"But nothing is worth dying for!"

He stopped, searching her face. "Nothing?"

A vision of John Blackburn, cold and still, flashed before her. She pictured Patience and the five children for whom John had sacrificed so they might know peace and freedom. But of what worth was life without loved ones to share it with?

Tears welled in her eyes. "I won't lose you again, Da," she whispered.

∗ ∗ ∗

The sun burned directly overhead when the two emerged from the church. The towering white steeple dominated the skyline the whole way as Amos led her briskly through the North End. She was hard pressed to match his long strides.

Amos gestured to a small house on a patch of green. "That is the home in which I began my indenture. Jonathan owns it."

Meadow took in the yellow, painted clapboards and the neat walk between spring blooms. The outbuildings stood straight and in good repair. The place looked loved and cared for, and as they passed she wondered where she was being led.

Amos turned a corner and entered a shop. There Jonathan met them, spreading his arms expansively between sparsely-laden shelves. "Welcome to my home, Wynn McKenzie," he said. "'Tis humble, but it turns none away."

She realized then how thin the tall man was.

He turned to her father, "You know, Amos, I could have sworn you said you had a daughter."

Apprehension tickled Meadow's neck. "Clearly your memory deceives you, sir."

"Indeed!" Jonathan proclaimed with loud amusement. "This could be no mere girl who stands so staunchly before me."

Amos winked and Meadow flushed with pleasure.

"Girl or boy be hanged!" Jonathan boomed. "There is room in my household for either, be they the children of my good man Amos! 'Tis God alone who reunites the separated. Who am I to undo the work of His hand?"

"I can work for my keep," she offered. "I know horses."

"Alas, I am only a lowly merchant, and my livestock that remains will soon find its way to my table. There are few in the city who can afford to maintain such a hungry animal as a horse. Perhaps the British still have need of grooms.

"But come!" he grinned. "Our worries may wait. Let us discover together what good things Mrs. Wood has laid out for us."

Meadow glanced down at her coat and bag.

"But of course you'll want to get settled first," he amended. He led them through the shop to an empty storeroom at the rear. "I'll trust your father to show you to his quarters and return you to the table when you are ready." With that, he ducked his head and disappeared up a steep, narrow stair.

Amos led Meadow out the back door, through a small, muddy yard populated by a handful of scavenging chickens, and into a stable vacant of animals save for one gaunt old cow with an udder that nearly dragged the ground. The ancient bovine stuck her head over the stall door and gazed at them with gentle eyes, her jaws working a slow rhythm. 

"That's Penelope," Amos stated. "She's ever faithful to produce milk for Jonathan's youngsters or she would have been eaten long ago and her feed saved for the family. As it is, she's let onto grass as much as possible."

Meadow scratched the cow between the eyes thoughtfully. "Da, is Jonathan living above that store?"

"Aye. His pregnant wife and five young daughters beside."

"But what about the house we passed?"

Amos nodded sadly. "That he still owns, but would sell it if any buyer could be found. However, with the harbor closed and commerce slowed, not many who might desire his house can afford to pay for it. And so it remains," he shrugged.

"But why doesn't the family live there?"

"Jonathan used to rent out the apartment. When it became vacant after the port closed, they moved in to save fuel.

"But come," he gestured. "My quarters are actually quite comfortable."

She followed him up the ladder and looked around the spacious loft. Where large piles of feed would usually be stored, only a small supply of hay for Penelope remained, taking up one corner. The rest was open space.

Her father's quarters consisted of a rough table, a rope bed frame covered by a straw-stuffed mattress, a crate, and a few garments hanging neatly from wooden pegs.

"You may keep your bed, Da," she stated before he could offer. "I've grown quite accustomed to sleeping in the hay."

Though he argued, she consented only to his hanging a moldy sailcloth for privacy.

"Did you have heat here in the stable?"

Amos shrugged carelessly. "On the coldest nights I slept in the shop."

Meadow lowered herself to a crate and worry lines creased her forehead. "Da, it's been hard for you, here, hasn't it?"

He sank to the edge of his bed. "Meadow, Boston is a city deeply divided. Whigs despise Tories, Tories blame Whigs for the rebellion, but the Puritan roots of both run deep. Both abhor Catholicism. Hatred has flowed freely between England and Ireland for long generations. You've tasted it yourself."

He sighed, "As long as I live in Boston, I will always be an outsider, even amid the patriots whose cause I share."

"Jonathan treats you kindly."

"Jonathan is a fair man who judges others strictly by their actions; an anomaly in these parts. Those who extend me courtesy do so on his account."

Her father relaxed then and laced his fingers around one knee. "But America is a vast land. There are places open to different faiths. On the frontier, where land is plentiful. Or in Rhode Island, only a short sail down the coast."

"Sarah Revere told me to play the part of Jonathan's nephew, if he would allow it."

He regarded her shrewdly. "I believe he would. I will ask him at dinner."

 Meadow moved to the room's only window and studied the back of the store. "Will the family move home now that the weather has warmed?"

"Perhaps. But regardless, Mrs. Wood will replant her garden behind the house. If not for her preserves, we all would have starved."

Meadow leaned against the sill, trembling. What awaited her in this city of such deep-seated loyalties, prejudices and passions?

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow and Amos reentered the store and were met by angry words drifting down from the apartment.

"Jonathan Wood, you cannot take in every beggar off the street!" a woman stormed. "Would you starve your own family in the name of Christian charity?"

"He's a stout lad, Abigail, and can earn his keep. Besides, he's Amos' son. Can we do less in good conscience?"

"Blast your conscience! Were it not for that, you would have dismissed Amos last autumn and been rid of two mouths today. We no longer have use for him at the dockside, in the shop, or to make deliveries. We have no business!"

"Exactly. So I trade out his labor for whatever it brings. Abigail, I owe him a debt of gratitude."

Amos slammed the door to announce their presence, and the voices fell silent. Meadow shuffled awkwardly up the stair behind her father.

The steps led to a small living area. A table and three chairs took up most of the space. A few open shelves held food staples and utensils, and a small work table shoved into one corner contained a pitcher and basin. Bedding was stacked against one wall beside a single closed door. A fireplace took up most of another.

Jonathan beamed at them from his place at the head of the table, and a woman glared at them from the foot. On the table sat a steaming pot of porridge. Behind the adults, awaiting their turns, stood four little girls. They ranged in age from eight down to two. A baby, awakened by the shouting, cried from behind the closed door.

"Welcome!" Jonathan cried again. "We took the liberty of starting without you, as we did not know how long you would be. There is plenty more," he lied.

As if on cue, the woman stood to fetch two more pewter porringers.

Meadow took the opportunity to study her. She guessed her age under thirty, but worry had stooped her shoulders and left its mark in the dark hair that peeped from under a ratty mobcap. She stood a little taller than Meadow, thin and sallow, but the bulge of her growing belly showed beneath her apron.

As if sensing Meadow's stare, the woman met her eyes. Meadow shrank from the hostility harbored there. Without a word, Abigail set the steaming porringers before them and disappeared into the bedroom. Soon the cries of the baby stopped.

"I apologize for my wife," Jonathan offered simply. "These days have been very difficult for her. In time, she will accept your presence, and your help she will appreciate nonetheless."

"Jonathan," Amos spoke, "perhaps this isn't the best time, but I must beg a favor of you."

"There will be no begging in my house, friend. You know I will do for you all within my power."

"Thank you. As you have heard, Gaelic barely colors my son's speech. I would implore you to make him your nephew while he remains in Boston."

Jonathan boomed out, "I'd be delighted! Wynn Wood," he turned to Meadow, "eldest son of my brother from New York, meet your cousins, Naomi, Annabelle, Emily and Sarah."

"Thank you, sir," Meadow replied quietly.

"That's Uncle Jonathan to you," he corrected, standing. "And now I'll leave you to your dinner. I must attend to business while the British army is preoccupied. Supplies are being shipped into the city by many routes, but this window of opportunity is hard-bought."






Chapter 12

Within the week, Meadow landed a job in a livery that had been commandeered by the British to stable officers' horses. Her wages were a pittance, but she happily traded the sharp tongue of her "Aunt Abigail" for the crisp commands of Captain Buckler.

Buckler had nodded in approval as she worked a lively mare. "Aye, I could use you. If you know the front of a horse from its rear, you're ahead of half the idiots the recruiters send me."

The clatter of hooves on cobbles announced the arrival of one of her charges. A feisty bay pranced in the stable door. Before the rider rushed off on some urgent order, he threw the reins of the sweating beast to Meadow.

She walked the horse in the green behind the building until its panting regulated and steam stopped rising from its body. As she circled, she crooned and clucked and watched carefully for signs of lameness. Seeing none, she led the horse to a roomy box stall and brushed its coat until it gleamed. Then, after covering the animal, she spread fresh straw on the ground and filled the box with hay and grain.

"You're a natural, kid."

Meadow looked up to see a regular watching her over the stall, his elbows resting lightly on the door. The boy was young - barely older than her - but she had no intentions of befriending a redcoat. She frowned severely.

The boy laughed. "And more at home with beasts than man, it seems."

He jumped lightly over the wall and stretched out his hand. "I'm William Heath. Private Heath, of course, but my friends call me Willy."

Meadow pointedly turned her back.

The boy wasn't put out in the least. "I don't blame you for resenting us. Most of the men don't want to be here, either. We think the king should just leave well enough alone. But then he didn't ask our opinions. Just said, 'Go!' and we went. What's your name?"

Meadow continued to ignore him.

"If you don't have one you're willing to share, I'll grant you another you may like better." He studied her a moment. She could feel his eyes boring into her as she worked. "How about Red? It fits you well enough, though you try to hide beneath that silly hat."

Meadow's face burned, and the boy's merry laughter rang out again. "Even your cheeks approve of the name!"

Meadow turned on him. "Don't you have work to do? Or do civilians better heed the words of your commanding officer?"

An injured look crossed the boy's features. "Don't get sore. I'm only having a bit of fun. If you must know, I was sent to check on your work, and I'll return a glowing report, save for your social graces."

The horse suddenly let a mess fall on the clean straw. Willy disappeared and returned with a flat shovel. He grinned wryly. "Growing up in the squalor of London, I dreamed of becoming a soldier. I wanted to be a hero, to fight romantic battles like the knights of old. And so I am," he bowed, "dressed in red and scooping manure in hostile America. I'm sure the king appreciates this fine, clean stall."

Meadow met the boy's eyes, and for the first time she saw a person beneath the scarlet coat. The boy was far from home, at the end of a hard road, and he was lonely. The two of them were much the same, she realized, and her heart softened just a little. 

"I'm Wynn Wood," she stated coolly. Then she smirked, "But you can call me Red."

∗ ∗ ∗

On her way home for lunch, Meadow took a detour to the Town Dock for Abigail. "I need meat from the market, even if dried fish and salt pork are all that may be had in this cursed city," the woman had said.

As she threaded her way to the Town Dock, Meadow passed countless vehicles piled high with household possessions. Patriot families, fearing retaliation by the British presence, were leaving town with whatever they could pack in a wagon while royalists flooded in, seeking asylum from the persecution in the rebel-crazed countryside. All week, the checkpoints at the Neck had been clogged with the migration.

Dock Square was the heart of Old Boston. The place had a dank, moldy smell and portions of the marketplace were falling into disrepair. At the head of the dock, a swing bridge crossed the water, opening only when ships entered or exited the cove. Nearby, Mill Creek channeled high tidewater across the city's northern peninsula and filled Mill Pond. A handful of itinerant merchants lined the square, their horses calmly swishing their tails beside parked carts. At one time, the streets must have crawled with farmers and tinsmiths, fishermen, weavers, and a hundred others from all over the countryside, but now only a few hardy souls displayed their wares.

Lounging against a wall, she spotted a jolly-looking man whose ample stomach hadn't felt the pinch of hunger. Beside him lay a catch of sea creatures.

She strolled closer, and the man roused himself with a merry smile. "How much for the large one?" she asked.

"For that fellow there? I could settle for a crown."

Meadow gasped at the figure, feeling the few coins in her hand.

"You're free to inspect him," the man offered. "Caught him off Long Wharf just this morning."

"What is it?" The fish wasn't a herring, or cod, or any species she was familiar with.

"Don't rightly know. Some kind of shark."

A dray rumbled by. The shoes of the heavy workhorses clomped on the cobbles. Somewhere very close, church bells pealed out the hour. In a moment, the sound was echoed from churches in every quarter. There could be no mistaking the hour in Boston.

Meadow leaned in closer. The fisherman smelled wicked, but the fish seemed fairly fresh, considering the warm weather. When the din died down, Meadow took a deep breath and opened her hand. "I can offer you this. Not much, but hard currency, and scarce enough these days."

He laughed heartily, his belly rising and falling. "No, young sir," he said. "Many hungry mouths drive prices up. I couldn't sell for less than three shillings."

Meadow glanced pointedly around the empty square. "The hungry mouths seem to have all gone home."

"It makes me no difference if I sell this fellow or not. Whatever is left at the end of the day I put in my belly by sundown."

Her eyes narrowed at his expansive waist. "Sales have been poor, I see."

Just then, a crowd surged up a side street and spilled into the square, shouting and swearing. At least fifty men, several women and a multitude of ragged children swarmed over the cobbles.

Someone called out to the market in general, "This is what happens to bleedin' Tories. See the king's friend, dressed in his elegant finery!"

Loud guffaws of laughter rang out.

Meadow caught sight of a wooden cart being pushed in the center of the crush. A peculiar man, fluffy white from his head to his toes, struggled within it, held in place by rough hands. He suddenly wrenched free and bolted through the crowd. With a start, she saw he wore nothing but the fluffy white stuff.

"What have they done?" she asked in horror.

"Tar and feathers, that's what," the fisherman stated gleefully. "You heat up a batch of pitch, pour it over top, and roll the fellow in feathers till he looks like a laying hen."

As Meadow watched, a burly sailor hit the fleeing man with a belaying pin and crumpled him to the ground. He threw the unconscious man over one shoulder and dumped him unceremoniously back into the cart.

Meadow's hands rose to her mouth, her eyes wide above them. How could the colonists commit such an act against one of their own? How could they claim to fight injustice yet torture a man who held a different view? They had given in to the same hatreds they opposed.

Someone at a nearby stall grinned and called out, "Send him to England with my blessing!"

The crowd pressed through the square and down another street, the sing-song jibes of children echoing off walls as they faded away.

For the first time, Meadow realized atrocities were not confined to the British.

"Look, mister," she said wearily, "this is all I've got. Take it or leave it."

All the jolly drained from the man's chubby cheeks. He swiped the coins from her hand and slapped the fish in its place. "Take a word of advice, boy. When it comes to Tories, they get what they've got coming. Hang your pity around your neck for all to see and you could be the next one carted through town."

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow held the slate up to the fading light to check the childish letters written there. "Well done, Annabelle. You have improved a great deal in only one week, but you did forget the 'P'. It should read, 'L, M, N, O, P.'" She added the character to the girl's slate.

When Abigail had learned Meadow could read, she handed over the task of schooling the two oldest children. It became the most enjoyable part of Meadow's day.

"Can you tell me a word that begins with 'P'?" she asked the six-year-old.

Annabelle screwed up her face in thought, and after a moment she ventured, "Peacock?"

"Very good!"

"I heard someone say that word at market today," the little girl stated, "but I don't know what it means."

Her eavesdropping sister, with two additional years of life experience, broke in knowingly, "It's a bird with pretty feathers, right Wynn?"

"You're right, Naomi. They are very beautiful, but they know it. They strut around, lording their importance over all the other birds, just like Colonel Peacock down at the livery."

Naomi glanced at her doubtfully. "I never heard of anyone called that."

"Well, if it isn't his name, it certainly should be," Meadow began. "He came by looking for a riding crop he had forgotten, fat and proud and full of himself. When a certain stable boy that you know delivered the wrong whip, he burst into a fury and ordered the boy to move a whole pile of manure, just out of spite.

"But the next time Colonel Peacock visited the stable he forgot his previous instructions, and he was so busy barking orders that he didn't watch his step. He came around the corner, and wouldn't you know it? Head first, right into the dung heap!"

The girls giggled, but Abigail rose from her needlework and retrieved a worn Bible from above the mantle. She shoved it beneath the nose of her oldest daughter. "Enough of this nonsense. Before you retire for the evening you will read Psalm141:3-4 for your own edification and," she looked at Meadow, "for that of your instructor."

The light had faded almost to darkness, and Naomi squinted to make out the passage. "Set a watch, O Lord, before my mouth; keep the door of my lips. Incline not my heart to any evil thing, to practice wicked works..."

While she read, Annabelle sobered contritely, but Naomi closed the book with a scowl.

"Thank you, Naomi. You are both dismissed. Wynn, help them prepare for bed and see that they don't dawdle."

"Yes, ma'am."

Lighting a candle with an ember from the hearth, Meadow ushered the girls into their parents' bedroom. The three younger children were already sleeping in the small room instead of in the kitchen because the men had not yet come home for supper. She helped the children snuggle into their blankets and tucked the coverings securely under their chins.

After saying her bedtime prayers, Naomi begged, "Wynn, tell us another story. One about the wicked British."

"Oh, please do," Annabelle joined. "You tell the best stories."

"Not tonight, girls. I still have chores to do, and besides, we don't want to wake the little ones."

"I am 'wake," four-year-old Emily called sleepily from her place on the floor. "Tell a stowy."

"Just tell a short one," Naomi begged. "The littlest ones don't wake up for anything."

They were so persistent that Meadow gave in. "All right," she sighed. "Once upon a time, there was a little girl who lived with her father. They were very happy until one day an evil British lord stole the child and carried her to his castle far across the ocean. He gave her rags to wear and threw her into his kitchen where she slaved for many years.

"But one day, the girl - who was quite grown up by this time - caught the eye of the castle's groom, who was actually a prince in disguise, sent to spy on the evil lord. He fell in love with the young lady and fought his way into the kitchen to rescue her, felling the lord with a griddle before sweeping her away to become his bride.

"The prince's father, the good king, stripped the evil lord of his title and land and sent him to work in his tobacco fields until the day he died, a shriveled, penniless old beggar."

Annabelle smiled sleepily. "That's a good story."

"Is it true?" Naomi asked skeptically.

"Upon my honor, the story is true. At least, most of it is."

Naomi nodded decisively. "Then I liked it," she said and snuggled under her quilt.

"Good night girls," Meadow called softly as she left the room with the candle.

"I thought I told you not to dawdle," Abigail accused as she stirred the stew hanging over the coals.

"The girls asked for a short story. I thought it might help them settle."

"Stuff and nonsense. You're shirking your other duties and taking advantage of a good man's charity. Jonathan should have thrown you out on your ear days ago." She set the tin milk pail on the table with a clatter.

Meadow left with the pail and let the woman's harsh words roll off like dew on a flower petal. As she milked the old cow, she told herself she had to live somewhere as she waited for her father's indenture to run out. At least at the end of the day she could share a pleasant evening with Amos.

Heading back up the stairs with the pail full of milk, she could hear the low sound of voices. Jonathan was seated at the table spooning stew into his mouth that in no way interfered with his conversation. But Amos slowly, carefully swallowed each bite. On closer look, she saw why.

"Da! Your face!"

Amos grimaced. His left eye was black and swollen, and a scab had formed at the corner of his puffy lip. "It's nothing, lad. Just a bit of a scrape I got in today."

Her eyes narrowed shrewdly. "Because you're Irish?"

"Because he's Catholic," Abigail said, handing Amos a wet cloth which he applied to his wounded eye. "Folks in these parts are like a flock of chickens that will peck the odd one to death. You'd best thank my husband for his generosity in naming you kin."

"It's nothing," Amos reassured his daughter when she set down the milk and knelt beside him. "Just a little skirmish."

"Skirmish nothing!" Jonathan bellowed. "Zachariah Littlefield down to the docks told your father just what he thought about papacy. Ripped him up one side and down another, and Amos didn't blink an eye. But when old Zack lit into him with a broken spar, why, that's when he learned a thing or two about Amos' McKenzie's fists!"

Jonathan chuckled. "Goodwife Littlefield has a sight more patching to do than Abigail!"

Meadow spotted the bloody rag tied around her father's knuckles.

Abigail scowled. "Must you glorify it so? Men!" she sputtered with disgust. "Always setting for a fight and leaving women to mourn and pick up the pieces."

"Wynn!" Jonathan called out heartily, "come have some of this fine stew! I tell you, no one can cook like my Abigail. She could make a banquet out of sawdust!"

Meadow caught Abigail's glare across the room. "No, thank you, sir," she replied. "I've already eaten."

The craggy man pushed his bowl away in satisfaction. "There's nothing like coming home to such fare after a hard day's work. Your father and I spent the afternoon tearing down an outbuilding on my property and sold the timber for firewood."

He reached into his pocket and tinkled a few coins onto the table. "We traded for bread and meat and enough money to ensure food aplenty this week."

The sight of the coins jogged Meadow's memory. She reached into her own pocket. "Nor will we starve the week after that. I received my pay today, too. It's yours." She placed her wages on top of his.

Jonathan frowned. "You do not share your father's indenture. Keep it, except a bit for board."

But Meadow shook her head. "What use do I have for money when those around me go hungry?"

Slowly, a smile spread across Jonathan's face. "Didn't I tell you he'd earn his keep?" he boomed to Abigail.

The woman sniffed and placed the money in an earthenware crock.

Amos winked at her with his good eye, and Meadow retreated to their loft with the warm assurance of her father's pride.






Chapter 13

Spring warmed, and the huge army of minutemen remained camped in the hills beyond Boston despite British demands that they surrender their arms. Their number had swelled to double that of the British, who watched them with a mixture of contempt and apprehension while waiting for orders that never came.

On a day free of the stable, Meadow led Penelope down Common Street to the pasture shared by all the townsfolk. The cow was drying up, but her swollen flank indicated the growing calf that would renew her milk production come summer.

As the animal grazed, Meadow amused herself by watching the activity in the British camp. Just before her, three infantry battalions scarred the green with long, white rows of tents. The clamor and the stench of such a mass of people floated across the field to her, and she wished no occasion to venture nearer.

Beyond the tents, on a small, round knoll, cannon watched the water like sentries, guarding against a rebel landing. Away to the southwest, a smear of black marked the redoubt near the burial grounds, and another graced Fox Hill across the marsh at the river's edge. To her right, windmills circled lazily on a high ridge of land.

 "Why, Wynn McKenzie, I've wondered how you've been."

Meadow whirled in time to see Sarah Revere slap a hand across her mouth. "I mean Wynn Wood," she amended.

"Hello, Sarah, have you heard from your father?"

"Indeed! We received a letter only days after your visit."

Meadow hid her surprise well. She felt a surge of relief for her friend.

"He's been busy riding for the Committee of Correspondence, taking messages back and forth between the colonies. He has moved to Watertown where we'll soon be joining him. We were lucky to get a pass from General Gage. No one is allowed to enter or leave the city without one anymore."

Sarah moved to scratch Penelope's back. "So many Whigs have are already gone, I wonder who's left to lead the Sons of Liberty."

Meadow watched a skinny, sooty chimney sweep cut across the pasture, his tools slung over his shoulder. "I've heard it said that no matter how many leaders are removed, more always step in to fill their places."

"I suppose you're right," Sarah conceded. "There will always be patriots in position to overhear and deliver information. The British can do nothing in secret."

Sarah gave the cow a final pat. "I really must be about my errand for my stepmother. I'm glad I got to see you before I leave. I don't know when or if I'll ever return." She gazed wistfully around the common.

Regret caught in Meadow's throat. Here was someone she could have shared a special friendship with if things had worked out differently. She caught her friend's hand. "May the road rise up to meet you, may the wind be always at your back, may the sun shine warm upon your face, and the rains fall soft upon your fields, and until we meet again, may God hold you in the palm of His hand."

"That's lovely," Sarah smiled. "I'm not familiar with the poet."

"It's an Irish Blessing, as old as the rocks of my homeland. It's what I pray for you, for your kindness to me."

∗ ∗ ∗

That evening Amos never retired. Meadow curled up in the fragrant hay waiting for him. She had plenty of apprehensions, the next day being her first Sabbath on which she was not required at the stable. She must have fallen asleep waiting, for she woke up to her father climbing the loft just before dawn.

"Da?"

"Aye, Chickadee, go back to sleep."

"It's almost time to milk Penelope. I'm awake," she said yawning. "Where were you?"

"I suppose I can't hide it from you, dear girl. I was out keeping an eye on our enemies with Jonathan."

"What?!" she flew from her bed. "You're a spy for the rebels?"

"Keep your voice down, lass. The British, they'd frown on it, they would."

"I thought the patriots wouldn't have you join their cause," she hissed.

"They wouldn't, but Jonathan would. He meets regularly in a North End tavern and keeps me abreast of happenings. The men take turns seeking information. I often accompany him at night."

It seemed the Sons of Liberty certainly were alive and well, even with their leadership removed, though Meadow never would have guessed her father was one of those pairs of eyes and ears Sarah had mentioned.

"You must never breath a word of this, daughter."

"Of course I won't." One more secret to keep, but another pressed her more urgently. "What do I do today? I am Jonathan's nephew. I'll be expected to attend services with him."

"Then go."

"But he's Protestant!"

"We serve the same God. Go with him. But in your heart, be a Catholic until the time comes when we can be free."

Her heart rebelled at the thought. "What will you do?"

"Stay here and hold mass as I do every Sunday."

"But you're no priest."

"No, I'm not. Priests are forbidden to settle here on pain of death. God understands we must make due with what we are allotted."

"Wait for me, Da. When I return I will join you."

∗ ∗ ∗

The doors of Christ Church were open wide to the fine morning in hopes that it might warm the interior. Meadow filed up the stairs to one of the balconies that stretched from front to back along both sides of the auditorium. From her seat, she could look down into two double rows of box pews, some occupied by families, many empty. 

Jonathan leaned over and whispered. "We used to own that one right there, but when money ran out we had to sell it."

When she met her father in this very building, she retained only impressions of a spacious interior. Now she studied the arches and pillars that made the lofty ceiling seem even higher. An impressive, round-topped window dominated the podium, and many thinner replicas stretched from floor to ceiling, flooding the sanctuary with light and illuminating its ornamental plasterwork.

A priest in Episcopalian robes took the stage. The songs and proceedings of the service were unfamiliar, and Meadow found her mind wandering back to the tiny church of her childhood. Memories of long-ago friends helped fill the unending hour.

But a ruckus at the open doorway interrupted her daydreams. Two soldiers in the King's red leaned against the doorjambs and yelled profanities into the church.

"Hey Smithfield!" one of them called. "What do you call the wife of a Yankee rebel?"

"I don't know about you, but I'd call her a whore!"

A collective gasp whispered about the room. Small ears were covered and two stern-faced rectors rose to shut the doors.

"What do you get when you cross a stew kettle, a tavern wench and a minister's robe?"

BOOM! The noise of the slamming doors echoed through the cavernous interior. The brave priest tried to continue, but the gathering of redcoats outside grew larger and their sport grew louder. They pounded on the doors and sang vulgar sailing songs through the windows with gusto. When they began marching around the church to a fifer piping out "Yankee Doodle," even the minister gave up.

"You are dismissed. Please don't start any fights outside this house of worship. This is the Lord's day," he reminded the angry congregation. "I will personally speak with General Gage to ensure this kind of mockery does not repeat itself."

But the warning failed to rein in Abigail. Upon leaving, she stormed the nearest soldier, smashing her reticule against his head. "It's not enough that you commence drinking and gambling and horseracing on our Common each Sabbath? Must you disturb our worship as well?"

"Ow! Now look here, wench," began the furious soldier, but his friend pulled him away. "We've orders not to touch them. Major Pitcairn would horsewhip you."

Jonathan's face was a mask of fury. "Let's go," he commanded, leading his wife by the elbow.

Later, Meadow chuckled as she recalled Abigail's antics to her father, but he didn't laugh. "They push for war," he said.

"Please, Da. No talk of war today."

In place of a crucifix, Meadow hung her antique rosary on a peg in the loft. It had been five years since she had attended a mass. Her heart overflowed as she sank to her knees beside her father. In the light of one small candle, she signed the cross and whispered the sweet words of old prayers.

∗ ∗ ∗

Several days later, Meadow entered the livery to find Willy bent over a trough in an extra stall, his scarlet jacket hanging neatly on a nail.

"Hey, Red," he called with a grin. "I finally discovered an advantage to working in a stable. Troughs make excellent wash tubs." He held aloft a pair of undergarments he had been scrubbing. She noticed two more and a pair of breeches tossed over a stall to dry.

"When you finish, be certain to rinse your tub out well or the horses will choke on their libation," she told him dryly.

He feigned injury. "Don't be so hard on a poor soldier. At least I wash my unmentionables on occasion. Some of the fellows I bunk with haven't taken theirs off since leaving dear old England."

Meadow cringed.

There was a commotion in the doorway, and a voice boomed through the stable. "Heath! What in thunder are you doing, Private? This isn't a laundry. Take it outside!"

Willy snapped to attention. "Yes, sir! Sorry, Captain Buckler, sir!"

Meadow bit back a laugh as the boy snatched his clothing from the wall and struggled to remove the heavy trough. He dropped his clean breeches on the floor and splashed water all down himself. When she noticed the amusement on the faces of the captain and his companion, her pleasure turned to indignation.

"You, boy!" Buckler called to her. "I need a horse saddled immediately."

She jumped to work, rushing to secure a rested animal from the paddock behind the building. On reentering the stable in search of blanket and tack, she found the men talking together freely. She paused behind a partition and listened to their words.

"I'll wager General Gage wasn't pleased when the Cerberus docked today," stated the visiting lieutenant. "Imagine the king sending him three additional generals with the fresh troops. He probably smells the doom of his career."

The captain smirked, "If you ask me, that's like having too many women in one kitchen. What a squabbling they'll set up about how to run this war."

"Especially three such different temperaments," the lieutenant agreed. "Imagine Burgoyne, Howe and Clinton agreeing on anything. Yes, Gage will have his hands full all right."

"Maybe they'll light a fire under his tail and something will finally get done about these blasted rebels camped out in the hills, hemming us in this accursed city. I don't know why we don't just drive them away."

"Why bother?" the lieutenant sneered. "They will weaken and disintegrate of their own accord."

Meadow snuck back out the way she had come in and returned leading the horse.

"What took you so long?" Buckler complained.

"She's a spirited one, sir, with no wish to be caught," Meadow made excuse.

She hustled to position the saddle and cloth, considering the statements she had overheard. The last thing Boston needed was more British troops. Already they made up nearly a quarter of the city's population, filling Boston Common and many public buildings as well. Even private homes had been pressed into housing officers.

Meadow gave the girth strap a sharp tug, causing the horse to toss its head. She patted it gently and delivered the reins to the lieutenant. He mounted and wheeled in one easy motion, then horse and rider disappeared down the street at a gallop.

∗ ∗ ∗

Walking home that evening, Meadow spied a pile of soiled chicken feathers in the gutter. It seemed everywhere she went she found reminders of the whirlwind spinning out of control around her. She could not leave; her father still had two years left of his indenture. But if she stayed, she would certainly be caught up in the hostilities.

What was the war all about, really? A few pence in taxes? A handful of unsatisfactory laws? Sovereignty?

She snorted. Principles and stubborn pride were more like it, on both sides of the ocean.

Would the colonies really be better if they threw off the king's mantel? Would liberty apply to Irish, to Negroes, to Quakers, to Jews, to Catholics? Or would that slogan be cast aside when majority rule served the majority? Had Whigs just invented a whole new kind of tyranny? Americans, after all, were simply men, as selfish and imperfect as the king. Could all people find a place here, or would outsiders always be scorned and ostracized as her father was now?

She didn't have any answers for her speculations, but she had experienced British policy in Ireland and despised it. These new ideas, at least, offered hope. But would that be enough to balance the cost in blood?

A scrap of paper peeped from beneath the feathers. Bending, Meadow plucked it from the gutter. It was crumpled and soiled but bore a wax imprint of a lion and a unicorn, the British coat of arms. Only General Gage would have access to the official seal. This, she realized, was a ticket through the Neck, a pass to leave the city.

Meadow whistled low. People stood in line for days seeking a pass at Province House, often spending more than they could afford to bribe their way inside. She put it in her pocket. The paper would fetch a handsome price on the black market.

Climbing the loft, her heart lifted with the melodic rumble of her father's singing. She lent her own voice to the familiar song of their homeland. The blending chords reverberated through the loft and lingered like the sweet fragrance after a summer rain.

Ending with a flourish, each singer sank, laughing, upon a crate. Amos reached across the table and clasped his daughter's hand. "Meadow, my lass, you do my old heart well. Few have been the merry songs this barn has heard. I only regret I've had so little time to share with you."

"It doesn't matter. God brought us back together, and here is where I will stay until you earn your freedom," she insisted.

"Freedom," Amos murmured, staring far beyond the stable walls. "I've been lucky. Jonathan has treated me as a brother, even in time of great need. But for a man to make his own way in the world, to possess his own land-"

Meadow knew she looked on the barest longing of her father's soul.

He drew a long breath. "Even in Ireland I never dared to dream so deeply."

"Da, do you miss Ireland?" 

"Aye, lass. My heart beats with the sound of the waves upon her shore, but she's a land deeply troubled."

"We have only traded one trial for another."

Amos nodded thoughtfully. "Nowhere on this cursed earth is free of hardship. Man is born to it, but each must figure for himself his own path - will he master it or be mastered by it?"

Meadow sighed. "Every day that passes, Ireland grows dimmer."

"I know, lass. But we can't go back. We can only remember."

Meadow stood and crossed the room, returning with her Bible. She opened it to the names written on the front cover. "Da, who are these women?"

Amos touched the script tenderly. "Aye. You will be fifteen in only a few short weeks. 'Tis time you knew your past. But the story is long and difficult."

With a sigh that spanned years, he began. "When I was a lad, our corner of Ireland was not torn as it is today. Boys had energy left after a day's work to find trouble enough, and just next door lived one quite willing to go looking for it with me. David Donovan and I were inseparable.

"Our landlord, Lord Alfred Wescott, was a good man. He charged fair rents that allowed a man to feed and clothe his family. The work was long and hard, mind you, but such was the way of our life, and few complained.

"Lord Alfred was wise and generous with his tenants. If there was a need, he met it. If there was important work to be done, he rolled up his sleeves and pitched in. And every birth or funeral found Lady Rebecca in attendance.

"They had a son named Edward. He taught David and me our letters, but I could tell you long tales of the scrapes we got in together," Amos smiled.

"Eddie grew into a fine man and inherited his parents' estate after their deaths. He fell in love with David's little sister, Rosie, and was not too proud to make an Irish lass the new Lady. I married my Annie that same summer and before long both girls found themselves with child.

"We visited each other often, and though David never married, he remained as much a part of our fellowship as before. But our happiness was short-lived. A few months later, Eddie's body was found in a gully five miles from the manor. He had been robbed, beaten and his throat slit."

Meadow gasped, and Amos paused to wipe moisture from his eyes.

"The next day, Rosie disappeared and was also presumed dead. No one was ever charged with the crimes, though everyone suspected Lord Edward's cousin, Heathcliff Wescott. Because Eddie left no heir, Heathcliff inherited the estate.

"The combined deaths proved more than David could bear. His grief drove him to madness. He was convinced of Heathcliff's guilt, as we all were, and though I tried to dissuade him, he rode to the manor to confront him. He was shot dead."

"But surely Heathcliff was convicted of the murder?" Meadow demanded.

"Heathcliff claimed he acted in self-defense. There were no witnesses, and the judge dismissed his case. From that day, none dared challenge Heathcliff. He was free to do as he willed. Within a decade, he had cleared out several villages, including our own."

The stomping of feet below interrupted the story. "Amos?" Jonathan boomed. Meadow could hear urgency in the man's voice.

Amos stood in alarm. "Is it Abigail?"

Jonathan's head popped above the loft floor. "No, no. I must be gone late tonight. Several new ships have arrived in the harbor. Would you keep an eye on my womenfolk while I'm gone?"

"Of course."

"Is this about the three generals that came on the Cerberus?" Meadow asked.

Jonathan's stare pierced her. "You've seen them?"

She shrugged. "I hear things in the stable. They may be replacing General Gage."

"You're sure of this?"

"The words of Captain Buckler, sir."

"Did you hear their names?"

"I remember them."

Jonathan turned to Amos. "I want the boy to come with me."

"He's just a child, Jonathan. I don't want him involved in the conflict."

Meadow listened to her own words as though they came from another. "But Da, how can I avoid it? I am a part of this. You cannot shelter me."

"Jonathan wants you to become a spy. I've no wish to place you in danger."

"Am I not already in danger? I will do as Jonathan asks."

Amos searched long into her eyes and nodded.






Chapter 14

Jonathan led Meadow to a tavern close to the Mill Pond. She studied the two-story building from the lane. A sign above the door featured a square and compass - working men's tools - and a bronze dragon tarnished by years of exposure to New England weather.

The inside was furnished with the same tables and low-slung ceiling that characterized taverns across the country. A stone fireplace took up most of one wall, and a few customers pushed pints at a corner table.

Jonathan led her up a stair to a long room filled with seated men who mumbled quietly to each other. Jonathan called them to silence.

"Gentlemen, I'd like to introduce my nephew. He works in a British stable and has become privy to some interesting information.

"Wynn, I want you to swear secrecy on this Bible. Upon your life, you must not breathe a word of the goings-on inside the Green Dragon. To do so puts us all at risk - the revolution as well."

Revolution! Her neck prickled at the word. "I'm no stranger to secrets, Uncle." She placed her hand on the book.

"He's just a boy, Jonathan. How do we know he'll be truthful?" one man scoffed.

"Wynn," Jonathan said. "Tell these good men what you told me in my barn loft tonight."

Meadow cleared her throat, glancing at the faces turned expectantly toward her. A tavern girl appeared at the head of the stairs with a round of drinks which she deftly handed around to the men.

"Ships arrived today with fresh troops," she began.

"At least four thousand," someone called out. "We all seen 'em."

"Just wait, Solomon," Jonathan implored. "Wynn, go on."

"The Cerberus also carried three men named Howe, Burgoyne, and Clinton. They are generals, here to assist, maybe even replace, General Gage."

Pandemonium broke out at her words.

"Now is the time to strike, I tell you!" someone exclaimed. "Our armies sit idly by, bored and restless. They need to see some action before they all pack up and go home. Their number grows smaller every day."

"The army is not yet ready," replied a dissenter. "Only passion for a common cause holds them together."

"But our opportunity may slip away if Gage is to be replaced. His hesitancy and uncertainty have been great allies for our cause."

"Perhaps 'tis time for another demonstration such as our tea party?" another voice asked.

The first man rejoined, "Our little acts of rebellion have done nothing but fill the city with more British. I already have two of the buggers living under my roof. Bloody hollow villains, stealing food meant for my children. If we would be rid of them, we must take greater action. We must fight!"

"But, James, how can our boys take on the strength of the British regulars?"

"They fought well enough in Concord and on the road back to Boston. Nearly three hundred British regulars dead or wounded! We suffered only a third as much."

"Five score which we could not spare," someone reminded him.

"A hard-fought battle, I agree," James continued, "but time is our enemy. I'm tired of sneaking around the city at night. We must take the fight to the British and drive them from Boston before more arrive!"

 "Wait just a bit longer, my friend," Jonathan suggested. "Our job is to collect information, not advise the army. We must get word of the new arrivals to Dr. Warren and the Committee of Safety. And Ward should know, as well."

Jonathan rose. "We will relay it and meet again in three days."

The men began to melt into the night singly or in groups of two, and soon Meadow was left only with Jonathan and two others.

At Jonathan's signal, the tavern girl set down pints of flip. Meadow slurped coffee while Jonathan pumped her for additional information. But she had told all she knew. Satisfied, he drafted two letters and sealed them with wax.

"James, here, will carry news to Dr. Warren and the Committee, but word must also reach General Artemas Ward, Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army. Both men are in Cambridge, but two copies will ensure arrival. Where is Isaac Pickford?"

"He took sick. His wife wouldn't let him out tonight."

"I need another courier," Jonathan said. "David, can you carry a letter to Ward?"

"Sorry, Jonathan. Old man Dochier needs a driver at first light and I'm it."

Jonathan looked around the empty room in consternation.

"I will go, Uncle," Meadow volunteered. "I am not expected at the stable tomorrow." 

"I've no wish to anger your father, son."

"You're just a boy," David grumbled.

"It seems you have no other choice," Meadow pointed out.

After a long silence, Jonathan spoke. "There is great danger. If you are caught, you could be hanged as a traitor and a spy."

"I am no stranger to peril," she argued. "Tell me the surest way."

Jonathan gave a quick nod. "Very well." He handed her a letter. "James will go over Boston Neck. He has friends among the guards at the gate. You must go by water."

"I can swim."

"Not across the Charles River, you can't," Jonathan warned, "unless you have also learned to grow gills."

"That I cannot do," she smiled.

"Then you will need to paddle to Charleston, cross Charlestown Neck and make your way west and south to Cambridge. But use caution. The Lively lies at anchor, bristling with men who would sooner slit your throat than shake your hand. Muffle your oars and do not tarry.

"You will find a small skiff in Gree's Shipyard, lashed to the southern dock. You can procure a horse from..."

Jonathan continued giving instruction, but Meadow's attention was turned by the tavern girl who handed her a package wrapped in burlap. Nestled inside she found a small loaf and a chunk of cheese.

"Go now," Jonathan finished, "before the tide changes."

Meadow departed, slinking through the night to the river's edge. She scurried among the narrow lanes of the North End, munching on her supper. The way was not far. Soon she spotted the black silhouettes of the shipyard against the lighter darkness of the sky. To her right, the horizon had begun to glow silver, announcing the fast arrival of the moon, and across the river, hundreds of campfires twinkled like fairy dust sprinkled over the hills.

Meadow found the boat without incident. Dividing her scrap of burlap, she lined each oarlock and drove the vessel among the pilings.

The water was deep and black at the end of the dock. She could see the lights of the Lively away to the east. Directly ahead of her, the lights of Charlestown reflected on the water. Situating herself in the middle of the boat, she plotted a straight course and took hold of the unfamiliar oars.

With her back to the direction she must go, she took several tentative strokes, careful to keep the oars low so no water would splash. The task proved much harder than she anticipated. When she turned again to judge her direction, the bow had turned far to port.

She corrected her course, but again and again she found she could not hold her line. The boat swerved and veered with her unpracticed strokes, thwarting her efforts as though possessing loyalties of its own. Though the way was not far, she knew at this rate she'd measure twice the distance.

Frustrated, with mounting fatigue, she became aware of a greater danger. While she'd been preoccupied, the Lively had floated much closer.

She took a sharper bearing, throwing her weight into each pull of the oars. The rag dropped from one of the pivots so each draw creaked in the stillness. Sweat dripped into her eyes, and her breath came in ragged gasps, but she could not outrun the warship. It loomed larger and larger off her starboard side.

Pausing to catch her breath, Meadow realized the ship was not drifting. She was! She had underestimated the current of the Charles, and now the river had her in its grip, pushing her right into the mighty man-of-war.

She passed under the bow, so near she could touch the slimy, wooden side and hear the guard running on the deck above.

"Aye, I heard it. Sounded close."

"Yankee devil, probably, on some errand of mischief."

She steadied her boat against the ship's side and palmed her way toward the stern, hopping she was invisible beneath the curve of the beams.

"The moon's coming up. Can you see anything?"

"Nothing. Maybe the sound carried from shore."

"No. Something's out there."

She crept on with bated breath, listening for movement overhead. Hearing nothing further, she pushed off the stern, letting the silent current take her.

The point of the Charlestown peninsula had already passed behind her, and now its eastern shore was drifting away as well. She had to row or she'd beach on the island beyond. Cramming her hat into the creaky oarlock and praying she'd remain undetected, she eased out of the current and zigzagged toward land.

The warship rested at ease, and slowly the shoreline crept closer as she pulled out of the current. When only fifty yards separated her from the beach, Meadow allowed herself to relax.

Unexpectedly, a sharp splash sounded in the water beside her, followed by the rolling retort of a musket. She'd been spotted!

Another bullet slashed the water as she slipped into the murky river, gripping the letter in her teeth and thankful for breeches instead of heavy skirts.

Though the season had grown warm, the water remembered the chill of winter. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably, and she clamped her lips together for fear of dropping the communication. Fingers and toes lost all feeling.

 The rowboat drifted away behind her as she struck out for land. At last gravel crunched beneath her feet. She crawled ashore and lay shivering on the sand. 

The moon had risen above the sea and lit the world with a soft radiance. Waves lapped softly on her right. A myriad of insects droned around her. Somewhere close by a bullfrog croaked.

Meadow knew she needed to get her blood flowing again. She still had far to travel. What was it Jonathan had said about a horse? She chastised herself for not paying better attention.

Struggling to her feet, she jogged along the hard-packed sand and darted through town - a small one compared to Boston. On to Charlestown Neck and down the hilly road beyond, she alternately jogged and walked though dark, unfamiliar terrain until she became so weary even the stitch in her side failed to register.

After hours of hard travel, she approached the Cambridge common where a few campfires still glowed.

"Who's there?" a voice called.

"Wynn McKenzie, sir, with communication from Boston for General Ward."

She held up the letter and a young man stepped out of the shadows. "I'll take it."

"If you please, sir, I was directed to deliver it to your commander."

"As you wish. I'll take you to him."

Meadow followed the young sentry to a modest house at the edge of the green. After knocking, she was admitted and stood awaiting the general.

A middle-aged man appeared, corpulent, haggard, and fully dressed. In fact, he looked as though he had not slept since the battle at Concord. Nor did he look well. Lines of pain and fatigue pinched his features.

"A letter from Boston for General Artemas Ward, sir," she stated.

"I am he."

Meadow blinked and stared hard at the man. This was the commander of the Army of Massachusetts?

He took the letter and read it briefly, a flicker of dismay shadowing his eyes. "Yes, yes," he mumbled. "Same as the other."

James must have arrived hours ago.

"Thank you, soldier," he dismissed her. "Go get some rest."

A dog escaped the house as Meadow was let out. She watched it stalk off, hackles raised threateningly, after another mongrel sniffing around the common. The clamor of the fight prompted several curses, thrown from behind canvas walls, before the first animal trotted behind the house to lick its wounds.

Exhausted and shivering, Meadow envied the dog its bed. She staggered through the sleeping camp looking for a place to rest and finally fell beside a fire pit that still contained live embers. With her last bit of strength, she wrapped herself in a discarded blanket.

∗ ∗ ∗

"Move on, there,"

Meadow blinked awake. She was startled to see a woman with a baby on her hip stirring the ashes in the grayness of dawn. She knew many families had left their homes to reside with their men, but her surprise was no less to see one of these camp followers.

"I said move on." The woman gave her a poke with a stick.

Meadow rolled from her blanket.

A few of the soldiers had also awakened. Meadow hardly recognized the proud men who had amassed against the British only six weeks ago. These fellows were lean and filthy, with matted hair and ragged beards. Though she sensed the same stubbornness of will she had witnessed on Lexington Green, it was waning. The men were idle. Hollow-eyed. Waiting.

The half-light revealed shelters that could hardly be classified as tents. They were dump heaps - cobbled together boards, sailcloth, stone, turf, brush, or whatever else the men had found at hand. And the stench! The soldiers lived like rats.

Meadow wandered among the hovels, searching for a friendly face and a fire where she could warm her damp clothing and perhaps satisfy the rumble in her stomach. She was beginning to dismay of the task when a voice called softly behind her, "Hello, pretty lady!"

She stiffened. Had someone seen through her disguise? She turned warily and her breath caught in her throat. Arms wide, she flung herself at the soldier. "Daniel!"

The groom squeezed her affectionately, grinning down at her. "I'm so happy to see you! I would kiss you if you weren't still dressed as a boy."

"You haven't changed a bit!" she laughed.

"I hope not."

"What are you doing here?"

"I've come to give the British a rousing send-off back to England, of course."

He was here to fight, she realized. The smile withered on her face.

He tipped her chin up. "Not so glum! Say, did you swim through a swamp?"

She sighed, "The river."

"You swam the Charles!?"

She shrugged, too tired to explain.

"Come," he said, leading her away. "I'll build a hot fire and serve you a meal for a change. It won't be much, but it will fill your belly."

Daniel offered her a new blanket, which she gladly accepted, and he soon had a cheerful blaze burning where only gray ashes had sat before. But before he turned around, Meadow had fallen asleep.

When she opened her eyes the sun was beating straight down. The air had grown stifling and muggy, though a crude shade had been erected above her. She had long since cast the blanket aside in her sleep, and she now wished her clothing was still cool and damp.

Looking about, she saw little activity. Men sat in the shade of their dwellings, or under trees, or wandered listlessly about. Some whittled at pieces of wood while others slept or amused themselves with games made of rocks and sticks and buttons.

"Good morning, sleepy head." Daniel sat down beside her and offered a carved wooden bowl containing hard biscuits and gruel.

"Daniel, what's going on?" she asked, accepting the meal. "Don't the men have anything to do? Don't they march, or cut firewood, or dig latrines or - or anything?"

The boy's eyes sparkled. "When did you become such a soldier? I sent you away a frightened child and you've returned to command the army!"

"And perhaps he could run it better."

Meadow turned to find a young black man approaching. The boy couldn't have been more than seventeen, but he carried himself like a man and his dark face bore wisdom beyond his years.

"This sorry piece of work is my tent mate, Matthew Parish," Daniel said slugging his friend good-naturedly as he sat down.

The boy's face broke into a youthful grin. "Sorry, is it? Were it not for my generosity and my carpentry skills, you'd still be sleeping in the rain."

Daniel laughed. "Matthew, this is my old friend from home, Mea-"

"McKenzie," Meadow broke in. "Wynn McKenzie." The task of juggling all her identities was growing cumbersome.

 "Well, Wynn," Matthew said reaching out a hand, "any friend of Daniel's I'd be pleased to count as one of my own."

"Likewise," Wynn replied and accepted the handshake.

Daniel looked thoughtfully from one to the other. "You know, you two have much in common."

"What do you mean?" Meadow frowned. "I've never been a slave."

"Neither have I," Matthew told her. "My parents bought their liberty. I was born as free as you."

"More so," Daniel asserted. "Wynn's family were tenant farmers in Ireland. Free in the eyes of the law. In reality, bound by poverty to the land they rented."

"But we owned ourselves."

Daniel nodded, "Until you reached America as bound servants."

Matthew's eyes blazed. "Then you must hold freedom as dearly as I do."

She nodded. "And yet I fear it."

Matthew's gaze softened with understanding. "It terrifies me, as well. I fear my faith in America will return empty; that my sacrifice will be in vain; that even in freedom I will be denied the dignity and worth inherent to all men."

"But only applied to white Protestants," Meadow finished. "Have you come to fight?"

"I have. I fight for a freedom much deeper and a future much longer than others can even imagine."

Meadow felt he understood a part of her soul that she hadn't even known how to voice.

Daniel gestured broadly, "These men are now fifteen or twenty thousand strong. They are farmers, doctors and lawyers, merchants and tradesmen. They have no training, little food and poor leadership."

"Then why do they stay?" she asked.

"Hope," Matthew answered.

"Our forces are divided," Daniel continued. "Some come from here and answer only to this man. Others come from there, deaf to all orders but their own. The officers waggle about, flaunting inflated titles and bickering like barnyard geese. Ward is beside himself trying to organize such a rabble.

"One good leader could turn this ragtag bunch of rebels into an army to be reckoned with. But the men grow weary of this long, idle waiting, and many have returned to their homes. We must act soon! We must take the fight to the British or the army of Massachusetts will cease to exist."

Matthew grinned and patted Daniel on the shoulder. "I've heard this sermon before. If you'll excuse me, I'll leave you two to catch up."

Meadow watched the proud set of the boy's back as he walked away.

"Ships carrying more troops and officers have just arrived in the harbor," she offered. "I delivered the information myself."

"So that's why you are here. I'm glad to see you made it to Boston. Did you find your father?"

"Yes, thanks to your necklace. I would give it back, but it's in the city."

"Keep it safe for me."

"I will, if you promise to keep yourself safe."

"Meadow, you know I cannot promise that. Sometimes lives are required to effect change."

"And you would give yours up?"

"I would. A nation free of tyranny is a priceless thing. Imagine a place where no nine-year-old child is ever forced to watch her home burn before being cast from her land to starve. You understand that, don't you?"

"I'm trying," she stated bravely, but inside, she still trembled.






Chapter 15

A week later, Meadow set down the heavy buckets hanging from a yoke across her shoulders and brushed sweat from her eyes. Her father and Jonathan were often gone toiling on city works projects in exchange for whatever meager food the town's selectmen found to hand out. That left the garden squarely in her lap.

The plot was flourishing. Tiny plants had sprouted and long green rows promised food for another winter. But fighting the withering heat had become a constant battle. Twice a day, she and Abigail hauled water up and down the rows to save the precious crop.

The woman grew heavier and more uncomfortable as the time neared for her baby to be born, and her temper dwindled.

"You didn't water that one enough. See how it's drooping? Soak the roots better."

Meadow bit her tongue and proceeded down the row.

"Careful, boy!" Abigail exclaimed. "You stepped on a bean seedling, and we need every single stalk. Do you want us to starve?"

At last they finished the daunting task and Meadow stretched her aching back. She could only imagine how the pregnant woman suffered in the sweltering heat.

"Mrs. Wood, why don't you bring the babies home and take a nap? I'll escort the three older girls to the shore for the afternoon."

The woman hesitated, but Meadow saw the lines of weariness around her eyes. "Naomi will help me," she prompted. "You go take a break."

"Please, Mommy!" the girls pleaded. "Please let us go."

"Well, all right," Abigail relented. "But see that you don't wade in too deeply."

"They'll be fine," Meadow assured her. "You go rest."

Soon Meadow was leading the children to the shore of the expansive Charles River. They skirted the salty mill pond and followed Green Lane down the bluff to the water's edge. The walk wasn't far, but she carried Emily on her back for much of the way.

At the sight of the beach, the girls gave a shout of laughter and kicked off their shoes and stockings. With skirts held above the water, they tiptoed over the wet sand, dancing backward before each lapping wave. Meadow listened to their squeals of discovery as they collected rocks, broken shells and shards of green glass rubbed smooth by the sand.

Meadow removed her own shoes and let the waves play over her toes. The water hadn't warmed much, but today its coolness felt heavenly. She sat at the highest reach of the tide and watched a tern wheel overhead. When the breeze swirled just right, it brought to her the smell of open fires from the Common.

"Can we go swimming, Wynn?" Naomi asked.

The girl was curious and eager for attention. She reminded Meadow of herself at that age, before she fled her home. What would the war do to this child's innocence?

"Girls can't swim, Naomi." Annabelle was more reserved than her older sister. "Besides, the water's still too cold."

"I don't care." Naomi hiked her skirts. "See? I can wade out to my knees and I'm not a bit cold."

"But I'm certain you're no longer hot," Meadow stated. "That's far enough or your mother won't let us come again."

Not to be left out, Annabelle waded to her sister's side and soon the girls began a splashing game that made swimming unnecessary. Little Emily ran up and down the shore like a sand piper, calling to the older girls and laughing delightedly. 

The waves rippled closer, and Meadow inched backward as the tide gained. She recalled her first trip to the ocean with her father. She'd been entranced by the rhythm of the waves beating the rocky shore. She had never forgotten the smell of salt spray or the sound of gulls calling overhead. Though the Charles carried fresh water, it mingled with the sea, and as Meadow inhaled the fragrance she was pierced with longing for her homeland.

"Red!" shouted a voice.

Only one person called her that. Turning, she found Willy striding up the gravelly beach. He was dressed in a casual pair of breeches and a white shirt, obviously off duty.

He grinned. "I knew it was you. I could see your hair from London. Are these your sisters?"

The girls crowded bashfully around Meadow.

"My cousins," she answered and introduced them.

"I have a sister at home," Willy told them. "She's twelve now, but when she was seven I taught her to skip rocks. Have any of you seen a rock leap across the water?"

At the girls' solemn denial, he stooped to search the shore. The children followed like mice behind the pied piper, their eyes round and curious.

"The most important thing is finding the right rock," he instructed. "It has to be a special one, you see, with a bit of magic in it.

"Here's a good one." He held up a smooth, flat stone. "All it needs is the breath of three pretty girls, and it will hop across the water like a bunny."

He held it low so each of the sisters could blow on it then sent it skipping over the waves. The girls "oohed" in delight and, no longer bashful, begged him to do it again.

Willy played with the children all afternoon, enjoying their games as much as they did. Meadow watched him with pleasure. He was different from any Englishman she had known except, perhaps, her master's dinner guest, Dobbs.

Willy flopped beside her, breathless. "Sorry, girls," he laughed as they tugged at his arms. "I need a break."

"Naomi, Annabelle, take your sister and let Willy rest."

They girls left with groans of protest but were soon chasing herring gulls and squealing as they flew away.

"The camp is full of soldier's children," Willy remarked. "I've become something of a favorite there, so I come here to rest."

"Only to find three more youngsters waiting for you," Meadow smiled. "You certainly have a way with them."

"I would love a quiver full someday but, alas, a soldier's life is no way to raise a family."

"It's obviously done."

"Aye, it's common. But it's a hard life, following the army. The job is perilous and the pay pitiful."

"So why not leave them in England?"

"Because most regiments pay a family's keep. Wives cook, mend, wash and serve as nurses. And children provide a ready means of new recruits. At fourteen, boys may join up or leave the camp. Girls can marry and produce the next generation, or they must leave. Since most can't afford passage home, ranks continue to be filled."

"What about widows? There must be many."

"For certain. Widowhood becomes a career. They are given one month to grieve before they must remarry or return home. Some have had seven or eight husbands."

Meadow fought Willy's words in her mind. She had always despised the royal army. It was the arm, the strength, of England. Yet, it was easier to hate when its members were not human. 

"If soldiering is so terrible," she asked, "why do so many join?"

Willy shrugged. "For reasons as diverse as the men. Some are forced or tricked by recruiters. Others are born poor like me, with few options. Many are criminals given the choice between enrollment or death. Yet there are others who join for the honor, the glory, the chance to be a part of something larger than themselves; for the love of king and country.

Yes, it was these last against whom Meadow could channel her abhorrence.

"Willy, come see this funny crab!" Annabelle shrieked, and Willy leaped up to continue their play.

That evening when the sun began to slant into their eyes, Meadow led three wet, weary, and wonderfully happy girls home for supper.

∗ ∗ ∗

Exhaustion stole over Meadow as she returned home from the stable late one evening. The summer had become strength-sappingly hot, food was rationed, and she had spent several nights prowling the city with her father or Jonathan. She had hoped for an early dismissal, but a late-arriving firewood patrol kept her busy past curfew.

Abigail served her dinner grudgingly. Then her eyes fell on the pass Meadow had tossed on the table. She studied it shrewdly and reached for a quilt she had finished only the day before.

"Since you have clearance anyway, I need you to deliver this to Mrs. Whitaker up on Hawkins near the Mill Pond. She promised a portion of meat from the hog they slaughtered in exchange for it, and I need the pork for breakfast."

With a sinking feeling, Meadow realized her bed was yet an hour away. 

The pass allowed her to walk boldly down the center of the street - a satisfying change after so many nights creeping through the darkness like a cockroach. She found Hawkins Street easily and knocked on the old lady's door.

"Who's there?" came a hesitant voice.

"It's Wynn Wood, ma'am, on errand for my Aunt Abigail. She sent you a quilt in exchange for meat."

The lights grew dark within, and the door opened. "Come in, come in. I thought you'd never come."

"Ma'am?"

"Abigail said she would send you," Mrs. Whitaker said, wringing her apron in her hands. "That's why I didn't venture out to tell Jonathan on my own."

"Tell him what?"

"The British are planning to take the hills across the river!"

"What?! How do you know this?"

"My niece works as a maid in Province House. She overheard Gage talking to his officers this afternoon. At her first chance, she snuck over and charged me with getting the information into the proper hands. I've written her words down. Jonathan will know what to do."

Wide awake now, Meadow's head danced with the information she'd been given. She took the paper from the woman's shaking fingers and tucked it securely under her hat. Mrs. Whitaker thrust a heavy paper package into her arms and urged her out the door.

The dark pressed in around Meadow, heavy now, and foreboding. She felt transparent, as though anyone could peer into her heart and see the secret she held there. Her pace quickened, and she fled before the shadows that pursued her.

Fear made her reckless, caused her to forget the secrecy taught to her. Skidding around a corner, she smashed into a regular on patrol. He fell aside, but his partner grabbed her arm. Too late, she realized the pass in her pocket would not explain the pork in her hands.

"What's this?" the man glared down at her. "An alley rat out after nine o'clock?"

"Sorry, sir. I worked late tonight, sir. I have a pass." She rummaged through her clothing confidently and then with growing panic as it failed to appear. The paper was gone! She must have set it down at Mrs. Whitaker's house.

"What have we here?" The first soldier ripped open her package. "Fresh pork!" he grinned. "My regiment will appreciate it."

"Let's take him in for breaking curfew."

Meadow hung her head and allowed the men to haul her along, one on each side, grasping her firmly by each arm. She cooperated fully, biding her time.

Half a mile down the road, they stumbled across a body lying partially in a gutter. Still holding onto Meadow, one of the men stooped down then rose again in disgust. "Filthy, drunken colonists."

"What do we do with that one?"

"Leave him. He'll still be lying there come daybreak."

Just then, the intoxicated man moaned, diverting the attention of the soldiers. Meadow wrenched free and sprinted down the lane. With a shout of anger, both men pursued her.

On a straight course the soldiers would have overtaken her in a moment, but she had youth and agility in her favor. And over the last months the North End streets had become as familiar to her as the fields of Ireland.

She darted and twisted, dodging up alleys and around corners. She ducked into an abandoned building and when the soldiers passed by, she backtracked, running swiftly home.

"Jonathan," she screamed, pausing to catch her breath on the shop stairs. "Jonathan!"

Abigail, dressed in only a shift and a night cap, opened the door, frowning ferociously. "Quiet, Wynn! You'll wake the girls."

"I need Jonathan, is he here?" she gasped, crawling up the steps.

"Where's my pork? If you lost it so help me I'll-"

"Jonathan!"

He appeared behind his wife dressed in his own night clothes. "Wynn, what is it?"

In answer, she whipped Mrs. Whitaker's paper from under her cap. Her missing pass fluttered to the floor. She shoved it back under her hat.

He wadded the paper into a ball and threw it on the fire. "We need to call an emergency meeting. Now! Here! This cannot wait till morning. Go wake your father. He will know who to alert."

Meadow ran to do his bidding, and within the hour a handful of men whispered together in the back storeroom. Jonathan walked in with her father.

"What's that papist doing here?" someone hissed. "He don't belong."

"I'll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head, Carson," Jonathan warned.

"You're a pope lover, Wood! I got no tolerance for his type! Just because you coddle him like an infant don't mean the rest of us have to put up with him. Papacy is the subversion of our society."

A rumble of agreement met these words. Amos stood quietly with his arms crossed.

"Amos is as honest and reliable as any man here," Jonathan blazed. "You were glad enough of his strength when he threw the tea in the harbor, and you'll welcome his gun when you hear what I have to say."

"Get on with it!"

"The British are planning an attack," he began, but the outcry from the men cut him off. Amos was forgotten.

"It's about time someone made a move," one man complained. "Me and my musket, Jezebel, have been itching for a fight."

"Aye," another agreed, "and I've got four stout boys at home as say the same."

Jonathan hushed them. "With Americans controlling the surrounding heights, it seems Gage has become concerned for the security of Boston and the harbor. To ensure they stay under British control, he plans to fortify some strategic hills on both the Charlestown peninsula and on Dorchester Heights."

"Is this reliable? Where'd you hear it?"

"My source is very trustworthy. I wouldn't have awakened you otherwise."

One man hissed out, "We must move before they do. An American offensive would take them by complete surprise!"

"General Ward and the Committee must be informed immediately," another stated.

Two volunteers were quickly forthcoming.

"Make all haste. Time is of the essence," Jonathan urged. Then he charged the remainder with strict secrecy. "If the British catch wind of this, all will be lost. Speed and surprise are our greatest allies against English might."

"Let's end this war now!" someone demanded.

"We'll drive the British into the sea and be done with them!"

A crash sounded in the front of the shop, silencing the men. It was followed by the tinkle of glass and the crunch of hasty feet.

"Run!"

The men streamed out the back door as soldiers charged in the front.

"Stop, you rebels!" an officer commanded but the colonists paid no heed.

Meadow raced out into the yard where a line of regulars attempted to cut off escape from the rear. Men scattered like leaves in the wind. Two were captured and fought valiantly to free themselves. Another was overpowered at bayonet point. A few more ran away, closely pursued.

One tall redcoat made a grab for Meadow, but she ducked beneath his reach and scampered away between two buildings. She climbed a trellis and hid on a roof, searching frantically for her father in the dark.

The last of the regulars returned to the yard, some with prisoners, others empty-handed. Weak with relief, she saw her father was not among them.

As the noise of the encounter died away, the sound of crying grew. Abigail and the children!

A sergeant drove the family from the house in their night clothes, knocking Abigail roughly to the ground. Naomi, eyes bulging with terror, helped her back to her feet. The other girls clutched at their mother, sobbing, and the baby screamed in protest. 

Meadow's heart broke for the suffering family. She longed to help, but dressed as she was, she would receive even worse treatment at the hands of the soldiers.

"Enough!" the officer demanded. "Can't you see she's pregnant?" He glared at the captured men. "Whose shop is this?"

"It's mine," Jonathan pronounced stoically. "And you'll receive no struggle or protest from me if you leave my family in peace."

"Agreed. These others are all under arrest for public assembly, but you'd best prepare to swing for your leadership in the Sons of Liberty. Round them up," he commanded.

Abigail screamed and sank to the ground as the men were marched away under guard.

Meadow's hands trembled. What had she and Amos gotten themselves into? What would she do if she lost her father again? She must talk him out of this foolishness and flee this accursed city.

She went immediately to Abigail and took the baby. "Are you all right, Mrs. Wood?"

"Jonathan!" she wailed. "Where are they taking him? What will become of us?"

"I'll try to find out, but first I must find my father."

"Your father," the woman spat, "will fly to the army camp. He won't risk his neck in this city after my husband is dead. Oh, Jonathan!" she wailed, breaking into sobs.

Her father was safe! She was tempted to follow him, but she had made a promise to Abigail. Instead, she called the trembling girls and half-dragged, half-carried the grieving woman indoors. Then she bolted after the regulars to learn where the prisoners were bound.

The British had taken over all public ministries and the buildings that housed them. The jail would be no exception. On a hunch, she sped in the direction of the Court House and was rewarded to see the tail end of the procession disappear inside the small stone jailhouse behind it. Moments later, the patrol reappeared without their prisoners and hastened away down the street.

Thinking fast, Meadow entered the building and boldly approached the short, orange-haired sergeant.

Scowling beneath bristly brows, the man asked, "What do you want?"

Whipping out her pass, she announced, "Captain Buckler sent me to look for General Clinton. Emergency, sir," she stated, pulling the names out of her head at random while she glanced around the small building.

From where she stood, she could survey the whole interior. There, together in one of two cells, sat Jonathan and the others looking hopeless and forlorn. The jail housed several other prisoners as well. A second sergeant manned the building, leaning his chair back on two legs and drinking from a pewter tankard.

Jonathan spotted her and rose expectantly to his feet. She let her gaze pass him without recognition.

"Sit down!" the orange-haired man yelled at him with a curse. "Think this is old Saint Nick bringing your pardon from the king?"

Jonathan retired to a corner, and the sergeant fixed his piercing eyes on Meadow. "What in God's green earth would General Clinton be doing in my jail in the dead of night?" he demanded with irritation.

"I didn't ask, sir. Just following orders."

"Well, tell that flea-brain, Buckler, to use some sense - if he's got any at all. If Clinton's even awake he'd be at Province House. Check headquarters."

"I will. Thank you, sir."






Chapter 16

Meadow dragged herself to the stables the next morning. No matter how horribly Abigail had treated her, she could not abandon the woman with Jonathan's life hanging in the balance. And as the family's only remaining source of income, Meadow felt obligated to continue working.

She found Willy washing his breeches again, his unseasonably warm jacket hanging on the same nail. Uncomfortable in the muggy heat, sleep-deprived and tense, she forgot the camaraderie they had shared at the beach and lashed out at the boy.

"Was Captain Buckler's warning not enough last time, you must anger him again?"

"Easy, Red. I'm off duty and Buckler's gone. He rode out this morning on some errand. And good riddance, I say. This afternoon I'm going to take a long nap in the hay away from the confounded noise of the barracks. Imagine lying beneath canvas in this heat!"

He wrung out his last pair of breeches, set them to dry over a stall door and emptied the trough. In a matter of minutes he was making himself comfortable in the loft. "Enjoy your afternoon!" he called down with a grin.

Meadow grabbed a shovel and moved from stall to stall scooping droppings into a wooden bucket. They gave off a strong odor that lingered in the humid air. Sweat dripped down her back, and flies by the hundreds buzzed in the stable, zooming past her ears and landing on her flushed face.

Her mind fixed on the jail where Jonathan and the others sat behind bars. Only two officers guarded the cell, but they might as well have been an entire company. She felt completely helpless.

Then her eyes landed on Willy's uniform, and an audacious plan began to form.

She grabbed the wet breeches off the stall door and hastily pulled them on. Then she tugged the jacket on over her clothes and buttoned it up. The uniform was incomplete, but perhaps it would suffice for her purposes.

She hesitated a moment, regretting that her actions might prove badly for Willy, but she set her mind firmly. As much as she liked the boy, she realized they each had a part to play on opposite sides of this conflict.

She took off the coat and breeches and shoved them into a sack as she left the stable. Fishing in her pocket, she pulled out two copper coins and called to a pair of boys who were poking sticks into a gutter.

"See here," she called. "I have a penny apiece for you if you'll do as I say."

Their eyes shone with delight as they listened carefully to her instructions. Grinning hugely, they ran off down the street.

Meadow followed at a more leisurely pace and slipped into an alley to pull on Willy's uniform. Moments later, the boys ran down the street yelling, "The rebels are coming! The colonists are attacking the Neck! Watch out! They're coming to Boston!"

Meadow grinned at the enthusiastic pair. They were playing their part with perfection. Now it was her turn. With luck, she could save Jonathan then drag her father far from this mess.

She took a deep breath and rumpled her hair. Putting on a mask of panic, she ran after the children. "I've just come from the Neck. The rebel army is coming! They're attacking the Neck! Form ranks! The rebels are marching on Boston!"

The street turned to chaos behind her. Colonists poured from the buildings in droves while redcoats scurried in all directions, going in search of superiors and weapons. One man tore down the street on horseback to scout out the situation. Meadow knew she had little time.

She raced into the jail. "The rebels are coming!" she yelled wildly. Guards and prisoners alike jumped up at the news. "They're attacking the Neck! Men are being called to order!"

The sergeants rushed from the building in alarm, and seeing the movement on the street, they followed suit.

Meadow stripped off Willy's jacket and searched frantically for the keys. If only the confusion would last long enough to free the men!

"On the wall behind you!" one of the prisoners yelled.

She grabbed them and stood shakily before Jonathan's cell, adrenaline flooding her veins.

"Wynn!" he called out. "Are they really attacking?"

"No! I needed a distraction. But I'll only let you out on one condition."

The men moaned.

"Name it!" Jonathan snapped.

"Free my father from his indenture today."

"Done!" 

Her hands shook so violently she could not insert the key into the lock. Jonathan snatched them away and did it himself. As the door clicked open he added, "I would have freed him anyway. To fight!" 

∗ ∗ ∗

She arrived at the Wood home moments after Jonathan. She realized after such a deception she could never return to the stable. She was no longer safe in her male disguise.

She raced through the shop to the top of the stairs. With tears streaming down her cheeks, Abigail grabbed Meadow's face and kissed it again and again. "I knew you would prove useful the moment you came to live here. Thank you for saving my husband! But you must go. Neither of you are safe here. Go! Join the army!"

Jonathan protested, "But what about you and the girls? They may come after you here in the shop. And what about the baby?"

"We'll be fine. I have many friends for when my time comes. In the meantime, the girls and I will move back into our house."

Jonathan reluctantly agreed and began gathering articles to bring with him.

"Mrs. Wood, I will stay and help you move if you lend me a dress."

Both Jonathan and Abigail paused to stare at her as if she had taken leave of her senses.

"I'm completely serious, and sane, I assure you. Please, may I have one of your old ginghams? You have little use for them just now."

Jonathan recovered first. "Ingenious!" he laughed. "You could easily pass for a girl, and not a single soldier will be the wiser. Abigail, go get him a dress, dear."

The woman dug through an old trunk in her bedroom and returned with a worn but serviceable dress and handed it to her. Meadow took the garment and closed herself in the room.

When she had changed, she surveyed herself in the small mirror, delighted to find a young woman where a girl had last stood. Even the dust and perspiration of her errand could not shroud the beauty of youth in full bloom.

The dress felt strange after so many months, but it fit perfectly, hugging her slender waist and clinging to curves that had formed in secret beneath oversized men's clothing. And though her body had changed, the greatest evidence of maturity showed in her eyes and in her posture. She scarcely recognized the reflection that gazed confidently back at her.

She fingered her hair until it curled prettily around her face then stepped from the room. She grinned shyly at the startled stares that met her appearance.

Abigail covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes grown large in disbelief, but Jonathan stuttered stupidly, trying to fill the shocked silence with words that refused to flow.

"You're not-" he tried and started again. "You're really, you're-" He stopped and swallowed. "Who are you?"

"I'm Amos's daughter, Meadow McKenzie," she stated softly.

"You were a girl all this time?"

Abigail stifled a giggle. "Jonathan, you fool." Then, overcome with merriment, she held her belly and laughed until tears streamed down her face. Jonathan and Meadow looked on awkwardly, then they, too, began to chuckle. Even the little girls smiled as the adults sank to the floor and laughed until their muscles ached.

Finally, wiping her eyes on her sleeves, Meadow explained her deception to the others.

Jonathan rose and took her hand. Bowing low, he kissed it. "Meadow McKenzie, you make as fine a woman as you do a lad."

∗ ∗ ∗

The next afternoon Meadow borrowed a horse and cart from a neighbor and carefully loaded all the Wood's possessions. They scarcely filled the box.

As Abigail locked the shop for the last time, the girls clambered on top of the load. Meadow tied Penelope behind. Then she helped Abigail awkwardly onto the seat and drove the few blocks to the yellow house.

Pulling into the front yard, Abigail heaved a tremendous sigh. "Home at last. I've missed this place."

"Heating it shouldn't be a problem," Meadow quipped as she pulled at her shirtwaist. "And Naomi can help you tend the garden."

"Let's get this stuff unloaded, then," Abigail suggested.

As Meadow hauled boxes into the spacious house, Abigail went from room to room opening windows and chasing out the closed-in smell. "This whole place could use a good cleaning," the woman said, shaking out a dusty rug.

"Not until after the baby is born," Meadow scolded. "Perhaps a son this time?"

"Another mouth to feed," Abigail complained, but her words were soft.

When the last trunk was safely deposited on a bedroom floor, Meadow rose with a smile. "I'm sure your girls can help you unpack. The rest is light work, and I want to be after my father."

"Wait a moment, Meadow. I have something I want to give you. A gift of gratitude for all the help you've been, and perhaps an act of atonement for my abominable behavior."

She pulled from the trunk an old, but still beautiful gown, stylishly altered and accompanied by a frilly cap, shift and petticoats.

Pulling Meadow to a wall mirror, the woman pulled on the cap and arranged her short auburn curls. Then she held up the dress. The blue material complimented Meadow's coloring beautifully.

Meadow stared at the becoming image in the mirror. "Thank you, Mrs. Wood."

"Aunt Abigail," the woman smiled. "Now put it on and get going before it gets too dark to see."

Moments later, Abigail pressed a blanket and a small sack of dearly-surrendered provisions into Meadow's arms. "Send word as soon as you can," she begged.

"I will," Meadow promised and waved good-bye to the family.

Her second trip to the encampment proved much easier than her first. Walking through the city, she spotted one of the British horses that had been under her care tied before a public building. Seeing no one around, she slipped the reins from the hitching post and shamelessly mounted astride.

Too late, a red-clad figured shouted at her from a window, but she was already galloping far down the street.

As she neared the Neck, she slowed her pace and shifted gracefully to a sidesaddle position, no easy task in a man's saddle. Smiling sweetly at the young guard, she showed the pass she had found in the gutter and crossed without incident. A short distance beyond, she brushed aside her skirt and threw her leg over the saddle once more. Riding fast, she arrived at the camp within the hour.

She cleared the guard with ease and rode directly to Daniel's tent, enjoying his look of incredulity.

"Meadow!" he gulped, "You're a woman!"

"Very observant, man!" Matthew jibed, emerging from the tent. He turned to Meadow, "You'll have to forgive him, miss. He's seen few enough women these last weeks, and none to match your charm."

Meadow blushed at the compliment. Then the young man narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "Say, you remind me..."

"It is Wynn, you dolt!" Daniel laughed, jabbing his friend in the ribs. "Revealed as nature intended, and her true name is Meadow."

Matthew stared, astonished. "By Jove!" he exclaimed. Then he bowed low, gallantly sweeping his tricorne from his head to reveal short, tightly-curled hair. "Alas, had I only known sooner. I hope my prior behavior..." He let the thought hang uncomfortably.

Meadow smiled and dropped lightly to the ground. "Hello, Matthew," she said, tossing him the reins. "I brought you a traitor, an old friend of mine. If you treat him kindly, I promise to forgive any past indelicacies."

"I'd be much obliged, miss," he mumbled, leading the animal away.

"And Matthew!" she called.

He turned expectantly.

"It's Meadow!"

Grinning, he lightly doffed his hat again.

Daniel grasped her arm in concern. "Meadow, why are you here? And out of your disguise? What if Dennison sees you?"

She laughed. "Here? There's small enough chance of that. Besides, there's a whole British army who would like to get their hands on a certain Irish stable lad."

"Oh, lord," Daniel sighed. "Meadow McKenzie, what have you done?"

"Nothing much," she said with a twinkle, "except empty a British jail."

His eyebrows lifted. "Are you the same trembling girl I sent away five months ago? My eyes say you are not, and my ears now agree!"

Meadow's humor vanished. "Perhaps I'm not as different as you think. I want nothing further to do with this war. I've come to remove my father."

"Your father is here?"

"He came last night with others from Boston. Do you know where I can find him?"

"Perhaps." His face sobered. "But I fear your errand will be in vain."

She looked up sharply. "Do you know him?"

"No, but I know the kind of men who have gathered here. Their purpose is set."

Tears of foreboding formed in her eyes, but she lifted her chin. "I must try."

"Meadow," he said, taking her hand and searching her eyes, "it's okay to be scared. You have proven what lies in your heart. You will find courage to follow through with what you believe. Don't do this."

She could not hold his gaze. "Please," she mumbled, "lead me to my father."

He dropped her hand and she felt frightened and alone, like the day she ran from Wellshire. He sighed heavily. "Come."

She followed him through a camp engaged in daily tasks. Here and there, sweat-stained women stirred large, boiling kettles of laundry and littered the bushes with garments hung to dry. A group of young boys tore between the tents, pausing to shoot each other with sticks while their sisters looked on longingly and tended the babies. But the vast bulk of the population was men.

Some scurried about, intent on one duty or another. Others lounged, whittling or sleeping. On the parade grounds, a crowd of men played at shinny, knocking a leather ball about with sticks.

Daniel pointed out an area of shelters thrown together in haste. "Here are the newest arrivals. We may find your father."

She sighed in dismay. "How? There are so many men."

He threw her a sidelong glance. "Trust me. He will find you."

Meadow suddenly became aware of the way activity slowed as she passed. She grew uncomfortable beneath the frank stares.

"Wynn!" came a shout. "Er, Meadow!"

She smiled as Jonathan approached. "I'm glad to see you safely among friends," she said.

"And I, you. Here is one stout heart!" Jonathan told Daniel appraisingly.

"I know that well," the young man agreed.

Their praise made Meadow feel cowardly. 

"I thank you again for all you have done for me and my family," Jonathan continued. "You are truly your father's daughter. He once saved my life once, you know."

So that was the reason for the deep friendship that blurred the lines of station.

"But I sorely wish you had stayed with Abigail."

"My place is here beside my father," she stated firmly.

"I will leave that for you and him to sort through. Come."

Amos sat in the shade of a spreading tree cleaning a musket with an oily rag. "Meadow," he gasped, rising, "you look incredibly like your mother." He hugged her warmly.

She flushed with the compliment and introduced Daniel.

Amos grasped the young man's hand heartily. "I've heard many good things about you, son, and I'm grateful for your friendship to my daughter these many years."

"She's been like a sister, sir," he said, then grinned mischievously, "and lately more like a brother."

The men talked long together, discussing the newest intelligence and guessing at soon-to-be issued commands. They spoke as comfortably as old companions.

After a time, Amos rose to kindle a fire. "It's my turn to cook. You're welcome to stay for dinner, Daniel, though I fear our fare will be no better than your own."

"Thank you, but no. I have some chores to attend to before nightfall, and Matthew's probably wondering where on earth I've gone to. He's a horrible cook, but he'll worry like a woman if I'm not there to sample his recipes." With a grin and a wave, he strode off across the busy encampment.

Meadow at last found herself alone with Amos. "Da," she began, staring into the fire, "you are a free man. Your indenture no longer binds you."

"I know. Jonathan told me everything." His tone was flat, neither approving nor disapproving her actions.

She rose up expectantly. "Then let's flee this place. Why do you fight with those who hate and torment you? Let's go to Rhode Island. We can escape this warrant of death."

Amos shook his head. "Soon this conflict will overflow Boston Harbor. It will engulf the whole New World, and nowhere we can go would be far enough."

"Then let's leave America!" she cried.

Amos pursed his lips then spoke quietly. "Meadow, God has been good to lead us here. In a land so desperate for liberty, I can only believe someday room will be made for all races and religions to live together in peace. And land, Meadow! Vast amounts just there for the taking!

"No, daughter," he concluded, "I will stay in America. If we truly want to be free, we must stay and fight this through to the end."

Meadow slumped to the ground. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks and dropped onto her lap in small, damp circles. She wasn't surprised. Not really. In fact, she was proud of her father and a little ashamed of herself for showing less fortitude than he.

"Meadow, go get your Bible."

In a moment she laid the sacred book in his lap.

"The time has come to reveal exactly who you are."

He opened the back cover and began to carefully cut away the lining with the tip of a knife.

"My dear friend's sister, Rosemary Donovan Wescott, did not die at the hand of Lord Heathcliff as everyone believed, though she certainly would have if Father Holden had not intervened. In fear of her life and the life of the baby she carried, the priest hid her and cared for her in the church, unbeknownst even to her family, awaiting the child's birth. He held out hope that the baby might one day grow up to claim his rightful inheritance.

"All this was hidden from me until the night of the storm - the night you were born. Anna went into labor but it was long and difficult, and the babe, our daughter, was stillborn." He stopped and fixed her with a penetrating stare.

Meadow protested, "But I'm not dead. I didn't die."

He held her eyes. "Anna fared poorly and knew she was dying. I sent for the priest to administer last rites, and when he arrived he brought a baby; a newborn girl. Rosie had died in childbirth that evening but her baby lived. And before my Anna passed from this world, she charged me with raising the baby as my own and protecting her from her father's murderer."

Slowly, Amos' words pierced the fog of Meadow's mind.

Amos withdrew a paper from its hiding place in the Bible's cover. "Before she died, Rosie dictated a letter to Father Holden and sealed it in her Bible." He held the paper out to her. "This is for you, Allison Wescott."

Meadow took the paper woodenly. "No," she whispered.

She jumped to her feet, staring at it unseeingly. "NO!" she screamed, crushing it in her fist and fleeing from the camp.






Chapter 17

Tears burned her eyes, and the night grew dark with no moon to light her way, but Meadow stumbled forward, finding strength in her anguish.

She felt betrayed, cheated in the deepest part of her soul. Everything she had believed about herself was unraveling like a garment caught in nettles. She was not the daughter of the Irish peasant man who raised her. Indeed, she was only half Irish - and half British - heiress to a vast estate and kin to a murderer!

Why had Amos kept this from her? While they dwelt in the shadow of the Wescott estate his reasons were obvious enough, but a months-long ocean crossing offered ample opportunity to reveal a secret of such magnitude.

Her anger blazed against him, and the temptation was great to flee back to Ireland to claim her birthright. Perhaps this revelation was of divine purpose, she mused. Perhaps God meant for her to atone for her ancestry. Her mixed blood might help heal the wounds between rich and poor, between Irish and British in one small corner of the globe.

But how many were left to extend kindness to? Had any escaped the madness of Lord Heathcliff? And without Father Holden, how could she prove her identity with only a name written in a Bible?

Then there was the threat of Heathcliff himself. While she worked to establish her claim, would she suddenly come up missing only to be found dead in a ravine weeks later?

No, she decided, it would be better to let him keep his ill-gotten estate and answer for his misdeeds at the hand of a greater Power. But she could not return to Amos. She would never trust him again. He was not even her father!

She lost all sense of time in her numb state. Minutes - or was it hours? - later she pushed aside a heavy veil of branches to reveal the mouth of the Charles River spread out below. Far ahead, the lights of Charlestown twinkled. Like a moth, she pressed toward them, caring nothing for what morning might bring.

Still clutching the letter, Meadow settled herself in the doorway of a shop on the edge of town and let merciful sleep overcome her at last.

∗ ∗ ∗

Meadow was awakened by cannon fire that shook the ground and made the buildings tremble. Boston was visible just across the Charles, but the noise came from the river.

A gray haze lay on the surface of the water like the hot breath of a dragon, and the horizon glared white and sultry. By some trick of the dawn, the warships seemed close and magnified, and from them the bombardment ensued.

Following the arch of the projectiles, Meadow discerned a black mar of freshly turned earth on the crest of Breed's Hill north of town. While she had slept, the order to act had finally been given. While darkness concealed their movements, the army of Massachusetts had begun a redoubt and could be seen in the early light completing it, taunting the British watchdogs below. 

Meadow applauded their ingenuity. The British, she knew, could ill afford such a bold affront to their authority, but even her untrained eye could see the difficulty they would face attacking entrenched men on high ground.

But first they had to move thousands of men and all their equipment across the Charles. Even the most organized army required time for a movement of such magnitude.

Meadow spent an anxious morning observing the workings of the king's men and wondering if Daniel and Matthew labored atop the hill. She longed to go to them, but she refused to face Amos. In fact, she worked hard to forget him altogether.

Before late morning, most of the villagers lined the shores of the river, gawking at the troop movements. As the sun climbed higher, baking the land below, many of the observers retired to the shade or fanned themselves wearily.

Meadow settled beneath the shade of a chestnut tree and watched an elderly couple share a picnic. A gentle breeze wafted from the ocean.

The round-cheeked woman offered her a sandwich, thick with generous slabs of meat. "Here, dear, we have plenty," she smiled. "And there are cookies and apples, too."

Meadow's eyes bulged at the bounty after weeks in beleaguered Boston. She had little enough appetite, but she took the sandwich reverently.

"It's a beautiful day for a picnic, don't you think?" the woman asked. "And entertainment such as we never see on a summer's afternoon."

She seemed not at all affected by the searing heat or the looming battle. Meadow doubted any of the woman's loved ones were in danger.

After thanking her benefactors, Meadow moved again to the edge of the river where a young solder harassed the crowd. "Move away there! Make room for the guest of a British officer."

Turning, the young man assisted a fat companion into a chair. "Your nephew promised a display of British strength during your visit and now you shall surely have it. Here on the closer shore you will have an unobstructed view of the glorious battle."

"Thank you, soldier. And thank Lord Percival for me," came a voice that turned Meadow's blood to ice. "It is kind of you to accommodate me. I am sure I won't be disappointed."

The people about Meadow grumbled and glared accusingly at the pair, and as they moved away, she confirmed with her eyes what she already knew in her heart. Lord Hathbane Dennison sat before her like the devil himself come in human form.

Backing away in horror, old fears assailed her. After so many months, how had her master found his way to the very village to which she ran, not two days out of her disguise? Her courage failed even as the barrage of cannon fire picked up, marking the first wave of boats ferrying scarlet-clad men around the peninsula. She retreated to the center of town.

Kicking up a fine dust that whitened her gown, she paced the streets in the afternoon heat, listening to the roar of battle. The pounding of artillery erupted from Copp's Hill in Boston and joined the boom of the ships. The combined thunder rattled the windows and echoed in her chest.

Meadow felt lost. She wandered between the buildings like a dingy drifting on the Charles with its moorings severed. Where would she go now? Amos, so long her anchor, no longer tied her to Boston. All of America - all of the world - lay open to her but she didn't belong anywhere.

Her blood pumped with the rhythm of explosions. Daniel, at least, had proven true. She couldn't stay tucked away among the alleys if he was among the whistling shells bombarding the heights. She peered up at the redoubt from the edge of town.

The pounding, she noticed, had stopped. In its place rose a measured drumbeat as the force of regulars advanced on the American flank. The noise sounded thin and weak after hours of bombardment.

The hilltop remained still.

Meadow watched the red lines weave over fences and split around trees and rocks. But still they kept moving, closer and closer to the guns trained on them from above. Grudgingly, she admired their bravery.

Nothing moved on the hill. Would the Americans never shoot?

Suddenly, gunfire erupted in staccato pops then melded into a single wavering crash that rained lead down on the closing troops. The pulsation ebbed and flowed, lingering on and on. The British returned fire, formed up in stiff ranks that never faltered as one by one its members fell.

Meadow couldn't watch. She withdrew behind a building until silence lay over the battleground once more, as thick and still as death.

Through the haze of heat and smoke, Meadow could see the British forces regrouping. They had drawn back to the boats in confusion, stunned by the ferocity of the colonists. The hill was strewn with red-clad men. She could hear them moaning and calling for water as the sun blazed down on them. But the losses atop the heights remained hidden.

The loud crack of a rifle ripped the air very close by. Ducking instinctively, Meadow spotted several snipers hidden among the houses. The American sharpshooters had sneaked into town, flanked the British, and were picking off their officers at close range.

"Get back, girl!" one of them yelled to her as he reloaded his rifle with the speed of long practice. "Don't you know there's a war going on?"

Meadow quickly complied. Cowering in the shade of a doorway, she covered her head with her arms. The snare drums wavered out their beat as the battle renewed itself. She sat for what felt like hours, sick with dread, her head aching from the heat and the constant pounding.

When the noise died again to a scattered popping, Meadow crawled from her refuge. Stiff and sore, she stretched her back and paced before the shop.

Then the boom of artillery took up where the muskets left off.

The sun had drifted to the west, and the salty breeze fought to alleviate some of the heat. It pushed at the damp tendrils that hung against her face and blew coils of smoke about the narrow street.

Meadow coughed. Where had the smoke come from? Not the sharp, acrid smell of powder, this was wood smoke, and it billowed in a choking cloud.

Far down the street, Meadow heard screaming. Women and children streamed down the road loaded with everything they could carry.

A little boy wearing one shoe toddled towards her, clutching a ragged cloth dog and sobbing, "Mama! Mama!"

The sight clicked in Meadow's memory. The British had set Charlestown ablaze!

She scooped up the toddler and ran with him toward the river, away from the fire, away from the battle, and set him on a shore filling with townspeople where boats were being loaded and launched. Already the river was awash with refugees fleeing to the safety of Boston. Meadow hoped someone would recognize the child. She ran back toward the fire to assist where she could.

The smoke roiled in a great ceiling that blocked out the sun, and the heat and crackle of flames spread, fanned by the breeze.

A vice-like grip suddenly encircled her arm. Paws as strong as a grizzly's whirled her around. She stared into the cruel eyes of Lord Dennison.

"I found you, you little vixen!" he sneered. "You and I have some unfinished business to attend to!"

He dragged her down the street. Struck dumb with terror, she didn't even protest.

Just then, a frightened horse bolted through the veil of smoke, pulling an overloaded wagon. "Look out!" the driver yelled.

Dennison sprang to the side, losing his hold on Meadow. She fled back toward the fire just as a third assault began on Breed's Hill.

Bent over, she tried to run below the choking fumes. Flames blazed all around her, scorching her skin, but she could hear her master coughing behind her, calling out threats and curses, so she pressed on, dodging around corners and running up streets clogged with burning debris.

She finally outran the sound of pursuit, and Dennison's voice rang out like a trumpet of defeat. "I hope you die in there, Meadow McKenzie!" he screamed. Then she heard nothing over the roar of flames.

Completely disoriented, Meadow searched for a way out, but everywhere she turned the world burned. Drenched with sweat, singed and blackened with soot, she despaired of ever finding deliverance when, for a brief moment, the breeze died back, revealing a narrow passage of escape before the curtain of smoke drew over it again.

Trusting her instincts, Meadow groped blindly for the alley with hands outstretched. The air felt slightly cooler and the smoke lessened as she slipped between two brick buildings. She maneuvered through the ruins until, gagging and choking, she broke free of the fire and skirted the north edge of town where the battle raged just before her.

How much time had passed she had no idea, but evening shadows were beginning to lengthen as she raced westward, caught between the inferno and the battle.

Meadow reached another gathering of homeless villagers, and her heart bled for them. She understood their shock and tears and despair. The war in America had become starkly real to them.

Without warning, Lord Dennison appeared before her. His fleshy face was stained with soot; his eyes narrowed in surprise. "How...?" he began, but she didn't linger to answer. Bolting, she flew in the only direction open to her - the battlefield.

Dead soldiers lay heaped in mounds, making the field nearly impassable in places. Crashing through a stand of trees, Meadow made a wide circle around the skirmish and found herself on the back side of Bunker Hill where the colonial soldiers were in full retreat, rousted from their perch.

 She tripped and fell headlong into the brush. Briars scratched her face and arms, but she stood quickly, only to fall again. Her twisted foot could not bear her weight.

Hearing her master panting raggedly behind her, she struggled on, crawling desperately on hands and knees.

Grating laughter mocked her. "It's seems I've finally won, doesn't it, Meadow?"

She spun around. Hathbane's lip was curled in a snarl, and his outstretched hand brandished a dueling pistol.






Chapter 18

Meadow refused to cower any longer. She was through running. She glared up at him defiantly, eyes flashing.

 "Drop the gun." The voice came low and threatening, hard as iron.

Whirling, Meadow saw Daniel sighting down the long barrel of a rifle. His eye was cold and his hand steady. Hathbane's face blanched beneath the young man's aim.

"Don't shoot!" he pleaded, throwing down his weapon and raising his hands into the air. "I beg you, spare my life!"

"I have long imagined this moment," Daniel admitted coldly. "A lead ball is more than you deserve, but I will not shoot an unarmed man. If you repent of your ways and leave Boston forever, I'll grant you leave in peace."

Meadow watched, enthralled as the drama unfolded with musket balls whistling around them.

But even as Hathbane backed slowly away, a red-clad soldier with bayonet gleaming moved in on Daniel's flank.

"Daniel, look out!" she screamed.

As he turned to deal with the new threat, Hathbane leaped for his pistol. With a smile of cruel pleasure, he took aim at the struggling boy.

A shot rang out, and the fat man fell to the field of battle with a hole through his temple.

Meadow screamed. Matthew grabbed her up and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of feed. "Let's go!"

Daniel ran beside them. "Thank you, friend," he called to the young black man. "You just saved two lives."

Together, they ran down Bunker Hill and mounted Prospect Hill, beyond which a force of patriots threw up hasty trenches to await further British attacks. Matthew deposited Meadow in temporary safety and flopped beside Daniel to catch his breath.

Meadow studied the sweating, desperate faces of the men around her, none of whom seemed surprised to have an injured woman in their midst.

After a long wait, Matthew climbed the mound and peered across the battle-scarred hills. "The British must be content with their victory. They are not pursuing us."

"Good thing. You fired the last ball in our company," Daniel stated. "If they followed, this war would be over. Kind of them to let us try again, don't you think?"

The men clutched their useless muskets, looking grimly back toward the east as they retreated to the safety of the American camp. Daniel and Matthew walked together, supporting Meadow between them. They stopped to rest beside a small marshy stream liberally lined with trilliums. The men plunged their faces beneath the water's surface and drank long and deeply.

Meadow cupped the water with her hands and plopped down among a clump of small, pink flowers. She picked one, twirling the stem between her thumb and forefinger.

"Mayflowers," Matthew said, resting beside her. "Named by the Pilgrims, 'tis said, in honor of their ship."

Daniel dipped his entire head in the stream and let droplets soak his dusty shirt. "Ah, that's good. I was beginning to wish for a musket ball just to slake my thirst!"

"Daniel, don't say such a thing!" Meadow scolded.

He winked at her. "Now let me see that ankle."

Meadow watched him twist and probe her foot with the same gentle concern he lavished on the horses at Wellshire.

"It's not broken, but it's swollen all right. Soak it in the stream while we rest, and you can tell me how you came to be in the middle of a battle, pursued by Half-brain and reeking like a cook fire."

Meadow smiled at his incorrigible spirit and explained why she had fled to Charlestown.

Matthew whistled long and low. "Seems to me you have a penchant for finding trouble, lady."

Daniel rolled his eyes. "Brother, you have no idea. Now stand up and let's decide if you can walk or if we need to devise a litter to carry you out of here."

They bound the ankle tightly with strips torn from her shift, and she hobbled between them all the way back to camp.

As they approached, Jonathan rushed out to greet them, looking battle-stained and weary. "I'm glad to see you fellows well," he stated. "Meadow, your father needs you right away!"

"He's not my father," she flared. Her hurt and anger returned with the passing of danger, and she made to hobble stubbornly away.

Jonathan started to follow, but Daniel restrained him and chased her down himself. His eyes glinted with irritation as he grabbed her arm. "Meadow, you're being foolish. I know you were not born to Amos, but what is it that makes a father a father? Is it blood, or is it the sweat that purchases food and shelter? A name, or the kisses that mend scraped knees? Ancestry, or the bond of love formed by years of togetherness?"

His words struck a nerve, but she shook herself free. Her heart still ached too fiercely.

Jonathan approached regretfully. "Meadow, your father has been shot."

Her heart jolted to a stop, and her anger dissipated like gun smoke.

She clutched Jonathan's arm. "Take me to him!"

∗ ∗ ∗

Amos lay on a blanket in the gloomy heat of his shelter. His face was white and pinched with pain and his shirt drenched with red. "Meadow," he whispered, stretching out one arm.

"Da!" she cried, rushing to kneel at his side. "Oh, Da, I'm so sorry! So, so sorry! I've been a boorish, headstrong ninny!"

Amos chuckled then winced. "I forgive you daughter, and I beg your forgiveness also. I should have told you long ago, but I feared at first for your safety and then for losing you."

She stroked his face. "We have to get you to a doctor!"

"A priest would be more conducive, if one could be found."

Her eyes grew wild and she shook her head desperately. "You can't die! You can't leave me!"

"Meadow, you are strong and brave. I have no doubt at all that you can care for yourself. You've proven it."

She clenched her fists, and tears streamed down her cheeks. "Oh, this war!" she fumed. "Curse this horrible, bloody war!"

He clasped a hand around hers. "Never say that! Our cause is just! If I could, I would trade my life again just for you to live free."

"No, Da!" she sobbed. "I don't want to be free. I want you."

Amos' voice softened. "Meadow, listen to me. You are an American now, whether you wish it or not. This is your land. You have known tyranny, now take up the fight against it!"

Her father's sacrifice stirred a strong conviction within her. At last she knew what she must do. She looked down on his urgent face and squeezed his hand. "I will, Da," she promised. "With my last breath, I will."

Amos smiled and relaxed. "Meadow, my true daughter, I love you. My only regret is missing the sharing of it with you." With that, he closed his eyes and slept.

Meadow's tears fell silently as she crossed herself and prayed, "Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee; blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now at the hour of our death. Amen."

She stayed with him through the long night, and in the cold dark of morning his spirit slipped away.

∗ ∗ ∗

A round, scarlet sun smeared brilliant color over the horizon as Meadow left the tent. Stretching, she breathed deeply of the fresh morning scent, serene but deeply saddened. Limping away from camp, she perched on a large rock, pulling her mother's letter from the folds of her ruined gown.

She unfolded the yellowing paper and smoothed out the wrinkles. The body of the letter was written in the priest's small, cramped hand, and the words were blurred with sweat. At the bottom of the page, written with a hand that shook with weakness, her mother had signed her name in spidery letters like those that marked her Bible. Meadow ran her finger over the name before reading the brief note.




"Dearest Allison,

How blessed I am with your tiny life, yet how grieved at our turn of fortune. Evil has a way of marring the most beautiful things in life and separating those who should remain together. I pray you will grow strong and happy and always strive to hold evil at bay when the choice arises.

Now I surrender you into the hands of Father Holden and trust God to protect you in my absence. Know that your father, Lord Edward Wescott, and I have loved you very much.

Your mother,

Rosemary Donovan Wescott




Meadow reread the letter through a blur of tears. Her mother's message seemed especially timely after the long night, and she drew encouragement from the words.

Standing, she hobbled to a ridge and watched the sun spread its reflection over the ocean in shimmering, crimson waves. In the distance, twin hills reared their scarred heads, and the memory of yesterday's battle filled her mind.

Twice the colonists had cast their mettle against the greatest army on earth, and twice they had proven themselves able. Perhaps God had indeed blessed these shores. For the first time since the conflict began, Meadow held out hope for its outcome.

"May I join you?" Daniel's words were as soft as the breeze.

She smiled wanly up at him. They gazed out at the battlefield for a long while without speaking. At last, Daniel voiced his concerns. "Meadow, what are you going to do now? I mean, will you return to Ireland?"

She sighed deeply and shook her head. "No, there's nothing for me there. This is my home now."

"Jonathan has offered his home for as long as you need one."

"Then I'll gladly accept. He's a good man, and I've grown quite fond of his family."

Again companionable silence stretched between them. Then Daniel turned her to face him. "Meadow, the war may last a long time, and I can make no promises to either its outcome or my health." He paused awkwardly. "But if the end should find us both well, would you consider, I mean, would you...?"

She smiled up at him. "My answer must wait while such a span of time remains, but I can think of no higher honor."

 Daniel's eyes twinkled, and he squeezed her in a familiar embrace. Together, they faced a dawn steeped richly in crimson - the color of blood, the color of sacrifice, the color of freedom.




∗ ∗ ∗







Author's Note




I would like to identify some of the many historical figures mentioned within The Color of Freedom. Paul Revere was a central figure in the rebellion in Boston before his midnight ride. A silversmith, he was acquainted with upper class as well as lower class and acted to pull them together. He was an active Son of Liberty, and, along with his friend Dr. Joseph Warren, a leader in the secret society that met in the Green Dragon Tavern. He also led a spy ring of thirty men from this society. After his defining ride, he played a much less important role in the Revolution.

William Dawes rode with Revere that night, and Dr. Samuel Prescott joined them in Lexington. Dawes escaped on foot and hid in a barn. It was Prescott who made it to Concord. The British officers released Revere that same night outside Lexington.

In the battle on Lexington Green, the British officer that rides the stallion is second-in-command, Major John Pitcairn - a reasonable man respected by both sides. His senior officer, Lieutenant Frances Smith, rides at the head of the late arriving troops. The American scout who escaped to warn Captain Jonas Parker that the British were a half mile out was Thaddeus Brown, and William Diamond was Parker's young drummer. Captain Parker died in the battle. Major Pitcairn died at Bunker Hill.

Interestingly enough, after I named British Private Willy Heath, I learned there was a Major General William Heath who commanded American militia on the Battle Road.

George Washington replaced General Artemas Ward immediately following Bunker Hill.

John Blackburn was fictional, but the Salem Powder Alarm that he mentioned happened on February 27, 1775. The Winter Hill Powder Alarm occurred on September 1, 1774.

It is true that pre-Revolutionary Boston was extremely intolerant of Catholics. Priests were forbidden to live there. The mixing of ideas and people that came with war, however, softened viewpoints considerably. And with the rush of Irish immigrants a few decades later, Catholic parishes took their place in the city. But discrimination of Irish, to a great extend, continued.

As slavery almost completely replaced indentured servants as a source of labor, Matthew's vision of full freedom and equality for Blacks, sadly, didn't take place for nearly two hundred years.
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