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Our tale begins in the year 1769 in the town of Boston in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. The start of the American Revolution is six years away, and no one is thinking of outright rebellion. 

At least not yet. 

For the most part, residents of the thirteen English colonies (Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Maryland, Delaware, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia) considered themselves subjects of the Crown—that is, the royal government in England, headed by King George III and its law-making arm, Parliament.

But around 1764, that allegiance began to fray. 

The falling-out began, as fallings-out often do, over the matter of money. The Crown wanted the colonies to re-pay them for the cost and burden of their keep. After all, protecting their subjects from perceived enemies in the New World—Native people and other European colonizers—came at a steep price.

And so, in the name of national debt and allegiance to the Mother Country, the Crown, through Parliament, imposed taxes on the colonies. 

First came a tax on sugar and molasses, otherwise known as the Sugar Act. Then came the Stamp Act, a tax on printed material—pamphlets, newspapers, legal documents, and even dice and playing cards. This was followed by the Townshend Act, taxing lead, tea, glass, and paper. Prices rose and so did the tempers of the colonists. 

Unhappy, the people took their anger out upon the tax collectors—hanging them in effigy (a crude representation of a hated person), ransacking their homes, and boycotting British goods. Members of the Sons of Liberty—workers, tradesmen, and artisans—tended to be behind the violent behavior. These more strident Patriots were renounced by the “respectable” inhabitants of Boston. Yet many of those inhabitants sympathized, and some were the leaders of the Sons of Liberty.

Yet not everyone called himself or herself a Patriot, for on the other side of the argument stood the Loyalists, who accepted the Crown’s authority and were appalled by the Sons of Liberty’s aggressions. Loyalists were as significant in number and equally adamant in their opposition to the other side.

In the summer of 1768, a bad situation took a turn for the worse. For several weeks, British officers from the warship Romney, stationed in Boston, had been forcing local seafaring men into service with the Royal Navy, a practice known as impressment, which was a tradition in England. As if kidnapping young men weren’t bad enough, those same Romney officers, under the cover of darkness, seized the sloop Liberty owned by John Hancock, a wealthy, well-known Patriot. Hancock was charged with the crime of smuggling several barrels of wine into Boston Harbor. 

Now, because Hancock was well-respected, the people did not take kindly to the seizure or the smuggling charges. When word of the incident spread, Hancock’s supporters turned up in great numbers along the wharf to protest. Violence followed. 

Samuel Adams, the Sons of Liberty’s outspoken leader, suggested taking up arms against the king’s officers right then and there, but Hancock’s cooler head prevailed. He convinced the leaders to form a delegation to present their grievances to Royal Governor Francis Bernard. They would be reasonable in their presentation, but adamant and clear that they wanted the Romney gone for good.

Francis Bernard, appointed by the Crown and not elected by the people, was a groveling, flattering sort. He listened respectfully and tried to appease their discontentment, only to conclude that he had no authority over the British warship, and there was nothing he could do. He thought the matter finished, but the Patriots thought otherwise.

Over the next several weeks, leaders of the Massachusetts General Court, the colony’s local law-making body, circulated a petition to the governors of the other colonies, urging them to agree that Parliament had no right to impose taxes on them if the sole purpose was to raise money for the Crown. Taxation without representation became their battle cry.

Back in London, a minister of the king, Lord Hillsborough, got wind of the petition. He sent a warning back to the upstarts in the Massachusetts General Court: withdraw the petition—or else be dissolved by the power of the Crown.

An emergency meeting of the General Court was called. Inside the Town House, with the public gallery jammed to the rafters, Governor Bernard spoke. He urged the Court to drop the petition. 

After the issue was debated for hours, a vote was taken. With ninety-two nays and seventeen yeas, the members of the General Court voted not to withdraw the petition. The Patriots were jubilant, but on the very next day, just as promised on Hillsborough’s orders, Governor Bernard declared the Massachusetts General Court dissolved. The General Court, however, refused to go. When word of the refusal arrived back in England, it proved to the Crown once and for all that the Massachusetts Bay Colony was on the brink of revolt, and that her sister colonies would not be far behind. 

Governor Bernard appealed to the Crown for help. In May 1768, he got his wish: a fleet of warships sailed into Boston Harbor. Appearing at every wharf along the jagged shoreline, the ships turned broadside, cannons trained on the town as though ready to fire on command. 

Stunned, the people of Boston stood by and watched as soldiers of the 14th and 29th Regiments of Foot—numbering nearly a thousand—disembarked and came ashore. Dressed in bright red coats and black tri-cornered hats, officers adorned in silver armor and crimson sashes, muskets loaded and bayonets fixed, they paraded about the town, fifes and drums setting the pace. 

In no time, they had set up camps all over the Common, a wide-open field and grazing area for local livestock, while officers took refuge inside Faneuil Hall, the town’s public meeting space. Six weeks later, additional troops arrived to swell the numbers. Before the first snow fell, soldiers were being quartered in warehouses, manufactories, barns, even private homes, sometimes without consent of the owner.

Boston had become an occupied town.

And that’s where the real trouble begins.
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“I have nourished children and brought them up,

and even they have revolted from me.”

—Isaiah, 1:2
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Chapter One
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PERCHED UPON A high stool at his desk inside Belknap’s Printing Office, back ramrod straight as though Aunt Nab were correcting his posture with a jab of her cane, John Doerr, twenty-one years of age and publisher of the bi-weekly newspaper The Boston Bystander, paused in curiosity. Among a stack of printing orders—notices for the sale of coffee, woolen goods, and medicines; horses available for breeding; a wig maker’s services; a marriage proposal or two—was one that caught his attention. He pondered over its uniqueness. 

While most notices were dictated to him by the customer, or scribbled on scraps of torn and dirty paper, this one was neither. Rather, it was folded neatly in two with the words “Kindly Publish” written in a clear and neat hand on paper of the highest quality. It had not come to his attention beforehand, and neither had it been paid for, he discovered, after checking the ledger. John, being of a fastidious mind and person with the curiosity of someone in his trade, read with interest.

As he did so, Mary Doerr, John’s wife, his bride really, the pair having wed only ten months before, entered the office from the upstairs living quarters. She blew a strand of hair from off her face and tucked it into her cap haphazardly. 

“I burned the bread again, John,” she said without a note of apology. 

Having detected as much from the scent of char wafting down the staircase, John smiled. “It will only serve to help the digestion, my dear.” 

While most husbands would complain or reprimand, John merely acquiesced. Why wouldn’t he? Mary was, after all, an artisan, a highly skilled bookbinder. It was evident from the moment he saw her that she would never be happy in her chimney corner. On the day they met, John had walked into Belknap’s Printing Office looking to have his fledgling newspaper set to type when, crossing the threshold, he tripped noisily, spilling his papers onto the floor. Gathering them up, he spied Mary in the bookbinding room as she beheld the commotion he had made. In an instant, he was taken by the slight furrow between her eyes as she returned to her task—beating folded sections of a book to flatness with a heavy wooden hammer and a finely shaped arm. A windowpane threw light upon her uncapped chestnut hair. He was smitten, completely and irrevocably.

They were married six weeks later. 

But not before Mary had become owner of said establishment. The kindly Samuel Belknap, having taught Mary everything he knew about the trade and looking upon her as a daughter, had departed this earth, bequeathing her his business. That he had entrusted a young female of only nineteen years of age with such a responsibility filled Mary with quiet pride. That she would eagerly take up the printer’s mantle made John admire her all the more, to which Mary, though appreciative of his confidence in her, would gladly remind him that the first press brought to America was owned by a woman.

“And furthermore,” Mary said, tying on her leather apron to begin the day’s labor, “I’ve no time to put meat in the kettle. Not today, I’ve too much to do.” 

John leaned back, waving the unfolded note in the air. “As fortune would have it, I may hold the remedy to the burden of endless household chores right here in my hand.” 

Mary’s head shot up. “Do tell, then.”

“‘A place in the Town wanted,’” he began, “’for a smart, active girl, eleven years of age, in a small family where her services would be useful. All her clothing would be furnished. She is able to sweep, wash, cook, bake, and mend, but will neither kill nor pluck.’” 

John waited for Mary’s reaction.

“’Tis a pity she seems firm on that last point.” Mary, who though adept, was happy to delegate any task having to do with live fowl. 

“Nevertheless, what do you say?” John asked.

“When I said we could use a girl, I wasn’t thinking of someone so young.”

Tommy Crabb, twelve-years old, overheard the conversation from his place in the workroom. “A girl! We don’t need no girl,” he hollered.

“Well, now,” Mary said in a loud, exasperated voice, “would you like to take on some of the household chores, then? I could teach you. A little learning in that realm wouldn’t hurt you one single bit. I’d have you snapping a goose’s neck just like that. My Granny taught me when I was about your age.” She demonstrated with a quick turn of her hands to which Tommy made an awful face, exaggerated by the crinkling of his ink-stained nose.

The memory of her grandmother turned Mary wistful. “My, she was gifted. She’d get the bread rising, do a man’s work in the field, then be back to put dinner on, all before noon. Could feed a family of five for a week on a single ham bone . . . used everything of the pig but the squeal. She was a good shot, too. Once got a coyote at three paces right between the eyes.” 

“That’s girl’s work,” Tommy complained.

Mary feigned surprise. “What, then, shooting beasts?”

“No, Missus Doerr. I mean the sweepin’ up and cookin’ and all. I’m a printer’s devil,” he declared, throwing a handful of capital letters into the upper type cases with a loud thud.

“A printer’s devil who will do as he’s told in order to earn his keep,” Mary said, pretending to be stern. 

Arthur Audley, sixteen-year-old apprentice, tall and spindly with flaming red hair and freckled skin, piped in from his station at the printing press. “Afraid of having to share your quarters?” he asked with a sneer.

Andrew Audley, Arthur’s identical twin, always followed his brother’s lead. “Don’t want anyone to know what you’re up to in that attic room of yours, do ye?” 

The Audley twins, who were normally silent in their posts, running the printing press as beater and puller, sprang to life when it came to giving the younger boy a comeuppance. Without ever admitting it, they were jealous of Tommy. An orphan and ward of the town, Tommy got to live in a room at the top of the printing shop. And although content enough living under Josiah Blackington’s roof, Josiah being the aged Master printer under whom they apprenticed, they envied Tommy’s place inside the Doerr’s home. It was Mary’s attention they were after, mostly.

“Aw, shut up. I’m not sharin’ a room with a girl.” Tommy threw a capital “A” in the boys’ direction, nicking Arthur sharply in the back of the neck. Rubbing his wound, Arthur retrieved the heavy lead type and hurled it back at Tommy, evening the score with a small cut to the lip. Andrew, who loved a good tussle, especially when blood was drawn, convulsed with laughter. 

“I say, gentleman, please restrain yourselves,” John said. “And allow me to clarify, Mister Crabb, that no one asked for your opinion about acquiring help.”

After tossing a pencil and a candle nub at one another with even more velocity, the boys ended the skirmish and settled down to their respective tasks.

“Now, my dear, where were we?” John said. 

“She sounds perfect,” Mary declared in her decisive way. “We’ll put her in the little room behind the hearth that she’ll have all to herself.” She called this out over her shoulder for Tommy’s benefit. “But remember”—she turned back to John—“it’s a difficult thing to be put out to work at such a young age. We must be patient and kind.”

“You, my dearest soul, are only ever thus.”

“Folderol, John. I am not a saint; I am a rational being. Just because she is a child and a servant does not mean that she should be treated as such—uncharitably—as so many do.”

John nodded agreeably. “We shall be true humanists and welcome her with open arms.” He continued reading. “It says here, ‘Inquiries to Proprietor, Oyster House, opposite Freeman’s Wharf.’” He paused, a look of concern upon his face. “I hope she isn’t ill-mannered.” 

“Why would you presume such a thing?” Mary asked.

“It being a neighborhood of sea rovers and cheap boarding houses,” he replied.

“Yes, John. I know. I am not unfamiliar with the area. But neither am I narrow-minded.”

John cocked his head. “I thought you said you weren’t expecting to take on someone so young. Perhaps you need a person with experience.”

“A capable-sounding girl will be snatched up if we do not respond immediately. Besides, it would be nice to have a girl about,” Mary added for Tommy’s benefit.

“Hold on.” John thumbed through the remainder of the printing orders. “Here’s another notice.” His eyes followed two shakily written lines. “Oh, never mind, this one’s a bit too aged for household work.” He continued searching until he found another. “Hmmm . . . Sorry, this one’s more of a farm hand.” 

He kept on, much to Mary’s impatience, for she had already made up her mind. Finally, he held one aloft and leaned back. “A woman of the proper age—not too old, not too young,” he said triumphantly. But he scrutinized it closer. “Oh, she admits to a violent aversion to cats.”

Two other occupants of Belknap’s Printing Office were of the four-legged kind: two tabby cats, strays who simply moved in one day and never left. Being siblings, they were as opposite in temperament as they were alike in appearance. He, called Stewart, liked to laze haughtily in a shaft of sunlight, and regarded each visitor to the shop with indolent and disdainful eyes. She, called White Paws, was a mouse chaser and an instigator, known to swat a customer’s ear from her spot on a shelf and disappear without a trace. Mary thought them as analogous to Loyalist and Patriot as two cats could be. 

“No, certainly, she will not do,” Mary, who loved cats, confirmed. “Be a dear, and inquire about the girl at the Oyster House at your first chance.”

John righted the stack of notices into a neat pile and placed them aside. “Whatever you say, my dear. Your instincts are impeccable, and I bow to them. But perhaps I shall wait until the noon hour to find her. You know that I do my best writing before the sun is overhead,” he said with a mischievous smile.

Mary flashed a knowing one in return. “I know what you’re up to, husband. You’re thinking about your dinner. And the fact that I haven’t produced an oyster stew since our wedding celebration . . . what is it, nearly a year now.”

“Ten months.”

“Oh.”

Slightly hurt, John recovered. “You know me only too well.”

“Well enough to remind you again that the type for the advertisements you pushed aside must be set today. Otherwise, I’d ask that you go for her this instant.”

Mary brushed past her husband, ruffling his unruly hair as she went. Then she strode into the workroom like a general to a parapet, delivering a string of commands to Tommy, Arthur, and Andrew, who promptly jumped to attention. 

In the meantime, John returned to the notice of the eleven-year-old girl looking for work. He examined it closely, believing that by studying the script, he could discern the character of the author. First, he determined that the paper being of good quality meant that the writer was someone of importance. The correct grammar and lack of flagrant misspellings, which were common for even the most intelligent of persons, seemed to confirm this fact. Next, the hand was graceful, precise, definitely feminine, and most likely mature. Yet why would a gentlewoman put a child out to work? Did she want to be rid of her? Was the child a servant who had proved to be unruly? Incompetent? Lazy? If so, it would hardly do to bring her here. 

On the other hand, perhaps the gentlewoman had fallen on hard times, in which case, a service arrangement could be beneficial to all concerned. He scratched his head with the end of his pen. And if the author were indeed a gentlewoman, why was the inquiry coming from the rough-and-tumble neighborhood of the Oyster House?

“Oh, bother. Mary is right. I really do think too much sometimes.” He set aside the advertisement and continued his work. Yet he could not help but steal a second look and a third. Upon the fourth, Josiah Blackington’s slow weighty steps and wheeziness of breath caused John to look up. Josiah, being one of those creatures who knew a little bit about mostly everyone in town, appeared at just the right moment. John waited as the old man lay down a load of dampened paper upon a nearby table for Mary to inspect before being set onto the press.

“By the bye, Josiah, you’re a man of the world. I say, do you know of the Oyster House on Freeman’s Wharf?”

“Aye,” he answered, kneading his lower back with his big-knuckled hands. “I’ve been known to take a pint now and again in the taverns thereabouts.”

“Are you familiar with its proprietor?”

“Aye, a fellow called Caleb. What do ye want to know?”

“Mary and I would like to respond to this advertisement for a girl looking for a place. It says, ‘Inquire at the Oyster House.’ Judging by the hand and the quality of the paper, one would think it more likely to have said, ‘the governor’s house.’ Come, have a look.” 

Josiah ambled over to John’s writing desk, wearing a slightly perturbed expression. He hated wasting time and, unlike John, didn’t bother himself with other people’s business, be it servant, barkeep, or the governor himself. He scanned the notice. 

“I know the proprietor some,” he said. “Managed to purchase his freedom from the man that owned him, Pettishall, Dexter Pettishall, and took over the business when the old man died. Got himself an Indian wife by the name of Belinda. With several little ones, they probably can’t afford to keep ’em all so he’s puttin’ one out to work. Not much room for everyone, neither. House is full of boarders . . . folks he helps out . . . Blacks mostly, some Indian.”

He tried to hand the piece of paper back to John, who refused to take it. “What about the handwriting? Does it not belong to a gentlewoman?”

With an impatient sigh, Josiah stepped over to the window, pulled the notice close to his nose, adjusted his spectacles, and scratched his beard with a crackle as he examined the script.

“Don’t know that the Indian woman can read nor write. Maybe it’s the girl herself. Maybe she’s got learnin’,” he said matter-of-factly, peering over his spectacles. 

John straightened himself on his stool. “The girl herself . . . oh . . . yes . . . well, I suppose I hadn’t thought of that. But what about the paper? Why, I myself never purchase such fine . . .”

Ignoring the question and comment, Josiah slapped the notice onto John’s desk with finality. “Let’s just hope she can cook,” he said with a wink toward Mary who was keeping a watchful eye over the twins as they inked the press.
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Chapter Two
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AS JOHN FUSSED over the advertisement for the eleven-year-old girl looking for a place as well as the mystery he imagined it presented, the bell above the door tinkled. A loud feminine voice followed immediately.

“Have you read the recent issue of this rag?” 

The pronouncement was punctuated by a slam of the door, causing Stewart and White Paws to scatter while everyone else looked in the direction of the speaker. 

There stood the petite yet sturdy-looking Amy Cummings, waving an issue of The Boston Gazette between her thumb and forefinger as though it were a breeding ground for pestilence. Behind her, and taller by a head, was her more delicate and less substantial sister, Elizabeth. Together they kept a shop in Merchants Row called The Blue Fan. The sisters often conducted business at Belknap’s Printing Office, but always entered with far more decorum. Today, however, Amy surveyed the entire group as though she were a headmaster itching for a pupil to cane. Elizabeth, by contrast, appeared as though she were the accused but innocent pupil. 

“Come in, ladies,” John said as pleasantly as he could. He began to rise from his stool to greet them as Amy thrust the newspaper in his face, and he sat back down with a start.

“Look here,” she said, pointing with a stubby but well-manicured finger.

John barely had a chance to examine as Amy yanked the paper from underneath his nose and read it herself:

––––––––
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Amy and Elizabeth Cummings have audaciously counteracted the united sentiments of merchants throughout North America by importing British Goods contrary to the Non-Importation Agreement. Let posterity know that they have preferred their little Advantage to the common Interests of all the Colonies. Let all good Patriots deal only in local goods produced by local people. Let all Good Patriots refuse to patronize such enemies to our country.



––––––––
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Amy crumpled the paper into a ball and slammed it onto the desk. “How dare they publish such rubbish! The Sons of Liberty . . . they’re behind it. We never entered into any such non-importation agreement, and they can’t make us. Those of us still loyal to the Crown refuse to be subjugated.”

Mary strode from the workroom to the sisters’ side. Upon seeing Elizabeth’s pale, anxious face, she took her hand in hers. “Why, what’s all this now?” she asked, for she was well accustomed to the younger sister’s fragile sensibilities, especially in comparison to Amy’s heavy-handedness.

“We are sick with worry,” Elizabeth confessed in her tiny voice. “This could be our ruination.”

“Let me see,” John said, unraveling the wad and smoothing it out. He bent his head to read for himself. Then he looked up. “Why, ladies, this is preposterous. The two of you ‘enemies’ to your country? It’s enough to make one laugh.” Which he proceeded to do, but in a manner that Mary found a little too nonchalant and ironic for the circumstances. 

“This is serious, John,” she said, letting go of Elizabeth’s hand to stand behind him and peer over his shoulder. Her eyes widened in astonishment as she scanned the newspaper. “Such charges could put our dear friends out on the street.”

“Or worse, bring harm to our very persons,” Elizabeth exclaimed, wringing her hands. “Do you know that another tax collector’s home was ransacked just last night, all the windows broken? And his son, a mere clerk, dragged by the hair through the streets? What next? I am surprised that no one has yet been killed.” 

“The Sons of Liberty are nothing but lovers of mayhem,” Amy rejoined.

“Now, now, let us not get carried away.” John knew the sisters had a point. He was well aware that many of the Sons’ tactics were disclaimed by the good and upright citizens of Boston. He also understood that many quietly sympathized, and some, including the very prominent, were the masterminds behind the law-breaking. The truth was, people were angry. Angry at the Crown over the burden of unjust taxes, its intrusions upon their local government, and its sending soldiers to roam their streets and harass at will. He, however, withheld these thoughts for the moment. “You know what the British say . . . peace will prevail because we colonists cannot stand the smell of gunpowder.” He feigned a hearty laugh, but by the look of distress upon their faces, the sisters failed to see the humor.

“You’re not helping, John,” Mary said.

“Could it be that business improves. Nothing like a little public attention to help keep a shop humming along?” He looked from one to the other beseechingly.

Amy, ever the entrepreneur, took pause. “Whatever do you mean by that, John?” she asked with interest and in a less passionate voice.

“Take Gilbert Deblois,” he said. “He was named as an importer in The Boston Gazette. And do you know what he told me afterward? Business increased sixfold. Clearly, people still want their English tea, English fine wool, English this and English that. I think you may find you have many loyal customers.”

Amy’s expression evened. “Well, thank goodness there are still plenty of those.” 

“I suppose there is always an upside to the down,” the always-hopeful Elizabeth said.

“That’s the spirit,” the ever-accommodating John said, especially when it came to female emotion.

Amy, nevertheless, was not fully convinced. “The point is, our business is small enough as it is, and every customer transaction is necessary for our survival.” She handed a lacy handkerchief to Elizabeth, who blew her nose loudly into it. “If these accusations continue, we could starve. That is why we want you to write a rebuttal in the The Boston Bystander . . . with words to that effect.”

“Well, yes, um . . .” John stammered. He liked to give ample thought to writing volatile opinions before going public with them. But before he could come up with an acceptable answer, Mary did it for him.

“Of course he will,” she said, positioning herself between the sisters and extending an arm around each. “You mustn’t worry. Newspapers these days are full of balderdash . . . ours excepted of course. More to the point . . . no one reads The Boston Gazette anyway.” 

Defending the sisters’ right not to abide by the non-importation agreement was fine with Mary, despite her Patriot leanings. It was her philosophy that whether a newspaper or pamphlet argued the cause of the king and his Parliament or praised the Sons of Liberty, it should find its way to print as long as it was truthful, common sensical, and for the public good. Democratic to her very core, Mary believed that as long as the powerful did not control what was printed, and as long as everyone was privy to the same information, her press would present both sides of the issue.

John raised an eyebrow at Mary’s statement about The Boston Gazette. He was well aware that as a Patriot newspaper, it actually sold very well. But since Amy and Elizabeth were many times more composed now than when they had entered, he decided to simply say, “Mary is right. The opinion of one insignificant newspaper will probably have little effect. Ladies, let me assure you, should the need arise, I shall rush to your defense.” He delivered this message nobly, hoping the response sufficient, because in reality, he felt that the Cummings sisters should have signed the non-importation agreement in the first place. 

Amy sniffed her nose at John. “Well, when that day comes, I expect that we can depend on you.” 

“Let us turn our attention to something more productive . . . such as your printing order.” He retrieved the advertising order for The Blue Fan from among the clutter on his desk. “There is no harm in promoting your beautiful Paris lace and those fine German pencils. Just be discreet about the English-made goods . . . you know . . . especially the tea . . . for the time being, until things calm down.”

Being of a business mind, Amy gave a knowing nod, and crossed out any direct reference to boycotted merchandise in favor of more subtle references, such as “quality teas” and “finer linens that do not scratch or itch,” as the locally produced homespun was wont to do. 

As Amy busied herself, Elizabeth, settled now, found something of a non-political nature to talk about. “We have other news as well. A young . . . cousin . . . is coming to us from Deptford. She should arrive within a fortnight . . . on the Defiance.”

“A cousin?” John and Mary said together. They regarded her with surprise and delight, holding this expression for several seconds as they waited for more information. When none came, they turned to Amy, still consumed at her task, then back to Elizabeth, who only smiled weakly. 

Mary, sensing a certain delicacy around the subject, decided to proceed gingerly, asking how young a cousin she might be.

“Well, we think of her as a cousin.” Elizabeth looked to Amy for support.

Amy returned the pen to the ink bottle and spoke matter-of-factly, as was her manner. “Fanny is seventeen years of age, and our Uncle Penhollow’s charge. Apparently, she has been under his guardianship for some time, although we knew nothing of her existence until a letter arrived.”

“Uncle wrote to say that she needs fresh air.” Elizabeth gave Amy another worried look.

“New England can provide plenty of that,” Mary said encouragingly.

“We just hope that she doesn’t find us dull,” Amy said. “Compared to what she is used to in England.”

As coincidence would have it, her statement was accentuated by a commotion in the street. A scarecrow with flapping coattails sailed by the window. It was held aloft in the arms of a well-known troublemaker to some, hero to others, and shoemaker to all—Ebenezer Macintosh. A small group of young men, boys really, formed a knot around him. They were yelling, “Hang the tax collector!” The ruckus, in turn, caused a nearby horse to rear on hind legs, pitching its rider onto the cobblestones. 

“Good heavens,” Mary and the sisters said more or less simultaneously as everyone strained for a closer look. 

“They’re doing it again, hanging a tax collector in effigy,” John said. “Who is it this time? Poor fellow.” 

The rider of the rearing horse, breeches torn and bloodied at the knees, picked himself up and waved an angry fist. The curses he called out to the scoundrels were of the blue kind. The scoundrels simply returned them just as blue, and marched along their merry way, virtually tripping over one another in paroxysms of laughter.

“Oh, things are hardly dull here,” John offered.

The sisters tittered nervously as they watched the rider regain his composure and his horse. Mary decided it was time for a change of subject.

“We have news also,” she announced brightly. “A girl is coming to us as well. Or rather we hope as much. Although it is not the same, not really. She isn’t a cousin. She’s a . . . servant.”

“A servant. How wonderful,” Amy exclaimed.

“Yes, well, she is only a child . . . to help with a few chores . . . she will reside with us.”

“Perhaps we might borrow her,” Elizabeth suggested. “Living at Boar’s Hall with Uncle Penhollow, our cousin, we’re afraid, has grown accustomed to servants and is quite unfamiliar with labor herself, but we do hope to make her contented . . . somehow.” 

“We could hardly refuse Uncle Penhollow’s request to take her in,” Amy explained. “After all, if it weren’t for his generosity, we never would have been able to come here and set up shop.”

“He is a wise man to have invested in the two of you,” John said.

“Oh, John, you always know just what to say,” Amy said, her round cheeks blushing. 

John waved off the compliment with a smile and called out to Tommy to come and take the sisters’ advertisement to Josiah to set on the composing stick. Tommy, usually fleet-footed and bouncy, approached like a turtle, shoulders hunched and eyes averted under a waterfall of hair. Mary noted that she needed to take scissors to it sooner than later; no need of his going about looking like a street urchin.

Amy looked down her nose at him. “I see your young man all over the town. He seems to have acquaintances everywhere.” 

Mary folded her hands in front of her and studied him with pride, like a mother would. “Yes, he is a good boy. A friend to many of our customers, and as swift as a deer, delivering the newspapers. He covers more ground in a day than I could in a week.” 

“Hmm,” Amy mused through squinted eyes aimed at the boy. 

Mary gazed at her questioningly, but Amy’s expression changed, and she began taking her leave. She and her sister thanked their hosts for the friendly advice and reassurances, and bid them farewell. 

Proceeding arm-in-arm to the door with Elizabeth, Amy turned and said, “Oh, and one more matter.”

Tommy, who had started to dart back into the workroom to continue pestering the Audley twins, froze in his tracks at the tone in her voice.

“Just whom do you think is informing on us?” She looked from John to Mary to Tommy and back again.

“Oh, goodness,” John said with a laugh. “Who can rightfully say? There are spies aplenty these days.”

“Indeed,” Amy said, throwing a sly glance Tommy’s way as she and Elizabeth stepped hesitantly through the door, lest there be more violence in Mackerel Lane.
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Chapter Three
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JUST BEFORE NOON, John set out for the Oyster House in the north end of town to apply for the girl servant. With the sun high and a salty breeze running from the harbor, he decided that a climb over Beacon Hill to exercise the legs and heart was just the thing. Having spent the last several days preparing The Boston Bystander for printing, he was in need of a good stretch. 

From Mackerel Lane, he turned into busy King Street, setting a brisk pace to the rhythms of the workday: the clip-clop of donkeys’ hooves over cobbles, the shouts of dirty-faced chimney sweeps looking for work, the grunts of cartmen hauling cargo from the docks, and the chatter of women strong-arming water buckets from the town spring. Church bells pealed, announcing the twelve o’clock hour as he headed down Queen Street, across Treamount, and into the wide open spaces of the Common. 

The sight of cows grazing lazily and herd-boys giving chase to one another among the sturdy oaks and elms always provided a welcome relief. That the natural world could be as instructive to the soul as a good thumping from a church pulpit was an opinion which John held fervently. He paused, putting his face to the sun, enjoying the pastoral scene and his own pagan ruminations on the loveliness of the day. 

But not all was pretty. 

Reaching a clump of birch and boxwood, John paused to take in a view of the British encampment which stretched out before him—dozens of neat rows of white pitched tents. The smell of burning wood filled the air as the camp’s troops went about their daily routines. Some men, coatless, sat outside their tents, rolling cartridges and cleaning boots. A dozen or so camp women, soldiers’ wives, some with small children, were scattered throughout, tending kettles over small fires. In another area, a unit engaged in a military drill. Further away, a playful group took their leisure in a rowdy game of cricket.

Transfixed, John pondered over life in a regiment—on the one hand, all dullness and dirt, on the other, danger. Why were they even here, parading around with their fifes and drums, harassing the citizens of a town they barely knew. As some would tell it, when the troops weren’t trying to seduce the women of Boston, they were brawling in taverns, jostling men off footpaths with the butt of a bayonet, and profaning the Sabbath with gunfire and horse races. Soldiers were meant to fight wars, but the British were not at war with the colonists. Governor Bernard had claimed they were here to quell the violence, to keep the peace, but in John’s estimation, all they were doing was stirring things up. But Governor Bernard wasn’t governing anymore. He’d recently been recalled to England, leaving Thomas Hutchinson as acting governor. Still, John didn’t expect much change in policy. Although Hutchinson was Boston born, he was just as staunch a Loyalist as Francis Bernard.

Being someone who tended to see all sides of a story, especially the softer parts, John felt a pang of pity for the soldiers. Counting his blessings that he did not have to lay down his head at night in a cold damp field for lousy pay and even worse food, he started on his way. As he headed for the steep rise of Beacon Hill, however, he was brought up short by the beat of a drum. He recognized it immediately. It was not the kind of drumbeat that commands soldiers to strike their tents or take up arms. It was the kind that announced a death march. 

John followed the sound, which led him further into the Common. Appearing from behind a row of tents at the far end of the field was a formation of soldiers. So as not to be seen, John found a spot where he could observe unmolested. The formation escorted, what he presumed to be, a prisoner—a slender young man, white clothes muddied, hair in disarray, hands tied behind his back. The drummer, a dark-skinned boy in a yellow jacket, took up the rear as the prisoner was paraded up and down the rows of tents as if to make an example of him to his fellows. As the prisoner passed by, the soldiers, at ease in their camp duties, stood at attention and appeared to look hard at him. Many of the women drew children to their skirts and looked away. The prisoner, chin to his chest, stumbled several times as they led him toward a bank of trees near a pond in the distance. Feeling compelled to witness what he feared was about to befall the young soldier, John moved closer.

Just then, a farmer driving a pair of cows with a long stick approached John from behind. “Shouldn’t be here, mind you. They don’t like us seeing their ghastly business.”

John was about to answer indignantly that as a citizen and a printer he had every intention to make it his business, when two mounted soldiers appeared out of nowhere, reining in their hard-run horses practically inches from John and the farmer.

“Move on,” the older one said, bearing down upon them, his accent thick with the grime of London.

The farmer shot him a dark look. “Damned bloody-backs,” he muttered underneath his breath. The soldier was about to put his boot to the farmer, but one of the cows got between them.

The farmer laughed. “Atta girl.” He patted her rump and smirked at the soldier. “In these parts, even the beasts are proper Patriots.” He spit a generous wad of tobacco onto the ground. 

The soldier, straightening himself in the saddle, glared at him, but the farmer spared him any further action by raising his stick to the cows who lumbered off. Waving his hand insolently, the farmer departed. The soldier turned to John. 

“What are ye waitin
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