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			PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF AMY BELDING BROWN

			FLIGHT OF THE SPARROW

			“Brown’s voice transforms a remote period into a fresh and immediate world and, in Mary, gives us a heroine who is broken by sorrow but determined to survive. This is a novel about the true meaning of faith and freedom.”

			—Kelly O’Connor McNees, author of The Island of Doves and The Lost Summer of Louisa May Alcott

			“The story of Mary Rowlandson is the story of one of the darkest episodes in our nation’s history, and yet Amy Belding Brown manages to turn it into a soaring tale of light and hope. In telling her story of a courageous woman’s search for freedom, independence, identity, and love, Amy Belding Brown never strikes a false note, never lets us down by snatching us out of time and place. While keeping faith with existing historical fact, she fills in the gaps with the delicate strokes of her art, transforming historical figures into living beings, vividly resurrecting long-lost ways of native and Colonial life. The Flight of the Sparrow reminds us of the promise of America and that the fulfillment of that promise relies on every human heart.”

			—Sally Cabot Gunning, author of Benjamin Franklin’s Bastard, The Widow’s War, Bound, and The Rebellion of Jane Clarke

			“A fresh, engaging chronicle of the human heart that breathes life into a vital but oft-neglected chapter of our history. Amy Belding Brown has turned an authentic drama of Indian captivity into a compelling, emotionally gripping tale that is at once wrenching and soulful.”

			—Eliot Pattison, author of the Mystery of Colonial America series

			“A mesmerizing tale of survival and awakening. Flight of the Sparrow breathes life into Mary Rowlandson’s captivity narrative. The deftly depicted cross-cultural friendship reminded me of Caleb’s Crossing and the fast-paced story kept me up turning pages. Belding Brown has crafted a fine-limned portrait of a remarkable and resourceful woman.”

			—Donna Thorland, author of The Turncoat and The Rebel Pirate 

			MR. EMERSON’S WIFE

			“This is the book I longed to read. It is the story of Lidian, the fascinating woman who was loved insufficiently by Emerson and perhaps too much by Thoreau. Amy Belding Brown has brought her back to life in a novel that glitters with intelligence and authenticity.”

			—Geraldine Brooks, author of March

			“In this extraordinary book, Amy Belding Brown has brought the nineteenth century to life. We may think of Ralph Waldo Emerson and his family and friends as static daguerreotypes, but in this story they lightly spring off the page with all the inconvenient desires and ambitions that are the texture of our own lives. A soaring imaginative leap, this book combines detailed history with a page-turning illicit love story. It’s a look at a rich moment in American history and a great read, a rare combination.”

			—Susan Cheever, author of My Name Is Bill and Note Found in a Bottle

			“Amy Belding Brown’s novel is a beautiful work that renders effortlessly the sentiments and sensuousness of a woman who is, to use Ms. Brown’s own terms, ‘at war with herself, a woman of opposites who yearns to reconcile her mental acuity with her emotional sensitivity.’ The spiritual, emotional, and intellectual lives she is after illuminating for us are wonderfully ambitious, and it is quite refreshing to see that ambition backed up with a quality of writing that bears up to the weight of its subject matter.”

			—Bret Lott, author of Jewel and A Song I Knew by Heart

			“Mr. Emerson’s Wife explores the complex relationship of the famous philosopher and his less well-known partner in a novel that has a sturdy fabric of fact, embroidered with imagined events and emotions. . . . Brown’s writing is graceful, at times giving Lidian a poetic voice. . . . In an age when scholarly biographers meticulously document every detail in the actions and settings of their subjects, Brown has escaped to the freedom of fiction to suppose ‘what might have been.’”

			—Ruth Johnstone Wales, The Christian Science Monitor

			“In Mr. Emerson’s Wife, Amy Belding Brown creates a fascinating view of one of America’s greatest minds, the brilliant Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson, and, more specifically, his wife, Lidian. This is a story of just how restrained women were only two centuries ago and how choices can affect one’s life.”

			—The Copperfield Review
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			PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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			Dedicated to the memory of my mother,

			 

			Eleanor Kellogg Belding,

			1922–2012

			 

			In the face of adversity

			she chose hope, curiosity, and grit:

			the thirsty leaf reaching for the rain,

			the night moth questing at the window,

			the bloom that does not fold at twilight.
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			Our soul, as bird, escapéd is

			out of the fowler’s snare:

			the snare asunder broken is;

			and we delivered are.

			—Psalm 124, Verse 7
The Bay Psalm Book,* 1640
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Later, Mary will trace the first signs of the Lord’s displeasure back to a hot July morning in 1672 when she pauses on her way to the barn to watch the sun rise burnt orange over the meetinghouse. She feels a momentary sinking in her bowels as it flashes like fire through a damp haze, putting her in mind of the terrors of hell. She has never been adept at reading omens. That is the gift and duty of her husband, Joseph, and other Bay Colony ministers. Mary sees the world matter-of-factly, as a practical, intelligible creation fashioned by God for the convenience of His people. As she plucks a paltry three eggs from under her anxious hens and slips them into her pocket, her chief thought is that by noon the heat will be suffocating. Yet, when she comes out of the barn, the ginger-colored hairs on the nape of her neck rise and she thinks she hears the Devil’s footsteps rounding the corner of the lane.

			A moment later, she sees it is not the Devil, but Edmund Parker, in nightshirt and breeches, pounding toward her in his bare feet, hair flying about his head like tufts of white flame. His eyes bulge and the mottled birthmark on his left cheek burns dark red. Mary hurries to steady him when she sees his legs sway. They look as rickety as a babe’s.

			“Mistress Rowlandson!” His fingers dig cruelly into her arm, yet she does not shrink from his distress. “I beg you, help me!” he cries. “’Tis my Bess. Her time has come.”

			Bess. The daughter who has shamed him by conceiving a child during her indenture to Deacon Park in Roxbury. Bess, who has refused to name the man who got the child on her and so was cast out with no place to go except back to her father’s failing farm. The girl of whom the goodwives speak only in whispers, for fear the Lord will punish all of Lancaster for her sin.

			“Where is Goody Turner?” Mary asks, wondering why he has come to her instead of the midwife.

			His beard winks amber in the ominous light as he shakes his head. “Her daughter says she lies abed with the summer flux. But I think she refuses out of malice.”

			“Malice? I cannot credit that.” Mary frowns, though she suspects what he says may be true. Every pious, God-fearing woman in this frontier town has kept her distance from Bess. They all believe that evil is contagious, that proximity to sin provides a foothold for the Devil, who can easily pass from one person to the next. “I’m sure she must be ill, if her daughter says so. The sweating fever has been abroad for a fortnight.”

			“Fever or no, she will not help. Nor will any other.” His fingers dig yet deeper. “I’ve knocked on every door. There is no one else. I beg you, as a Christian, help us!”

			Mary sees plainly enough where her duty lies. Indeed, how can she refuse? Did not Jesus command his disciples to help the poor and lowly? Did he not mingle with sinners? Edmund is beside himself with worry and she is the wife of the town’s minister. She has no choice but to assent.

			Mary has been present at a dozen births, though never in place of a midwife, and never alone. The prospect frightens her, not only because of the risk to her soul, but because the girl is young and may not be well formed enough to safely deliver a child. Mary has no birthing stool or linens with which to practice a proper midwife’s art. Yet Edmund is in such a state that she cannot delay any longer with talk of flux and fevers.

			She hurries into the house, empties the eggs from her pocket and stuffs it with scissors and thread and what rags she can quickly find. She briefly considers taking her eldest daughter with her. Marie is dutiful and steadfast and could provide an extra pair of hands. Yet she is so young—only a few months past her sixth birthday—Mary does not want her badly affected if things do not go well. Even in the best circumstance, childbirth is a perilous business, and if Bess should die—or the child be born a monster—it could set Marie’s mind against childbearing for life. She instructs Rebekah, the servant girl, to keep a close eye on Marie and little Sarah, who is still so young she could easily toddle into the fire or drown in a puddle. She knows her son, Joss, will be tending the flax field with Joseph this morning. Her glance falls on the eggs she placed on the shelf and, at the last moment, she ties them up in a napkin to carry with her.

			She and Edmund say little as they hasten over the hill to his farm. Neither has much breath to speak. Though it is just past dawn, the sun already pours down so fiercely that Mary has to wipe her face with her apron many times. There is no breeze; the heavy air reeks with the stink of pig offal and swamp water. The branches of the great chestnut tree by the meetinghouse droop while its leaves curl and wilt. They look gray in the light. Even the birds are still, as if they, too, sense the evils of the day.

			As they approach, Mary can hear Bess moaning. It is not a house, but a hovel, so rudely built that few men in Lancaster would see fit to house their oxen there. She sees rot along the sill and cracks between the clapboards. There is only one room, for Edmund’s farm never prospered. Who can tell why some fields flourish and others do not? Some people question Edmund’s skills as a yeoman. Others insist he once committed a dark and unspeakable act that now prevents his success.

			The door stands open, sagging on its hinges. Mary steps inside. There is no fire in the hearth, no bedstead, no boards under her feet, only hard-packed earth for a floor. The single window is covered with a torn flap of parchment, heavily oiled with hog fat. Bess is hunched on a pallet of blankets, her skirts hiked up and her fists jammed into her thighs. With every moan she tosses her head and rocks back on her heels.

			Mary hesitates, shocked at how young the girl looks. Her bones have only recently knit into the shape of a woman. Beneath the grime-streaked face, her features are soft—almost delicate. How old is she? Fourteen? Fifteen?

			Her brother, John, sits beside her on a low stool but he offers her no comfort, merely sits with his hands dangling between his legs. He deliberately avoids looking at her, but gazes up at the smoke-blackened rafters. Mary takes in the slump of his thin shoulders, the restless tapping of his feet, and is reminded of her favorite brother. Josiah had the same awkwardness and coltish looks at that age. Mary was six when he was born, old enough to be responsible for watching over him, yet still young enough to enjoy his company. They had fashioned their own secret language as she showed him how to do the children’s chores: feeding the chickens, gathering eggs, weeding the kitchen garden. It saddens her that she cannot remember a word of it now. She wipes her face with her apron. The morning’s heat has already penetrated the hut’s thin walls. Buzzing flies crisscross the room and swarm over the parchment window.

			Bess makes a sudden sound—a combination of grunt and groan. Mary collects her wits and puts her hand on the boy’s shoulder.

			“John, you must lay a fire and fetch water. We will need a tub of it before we’re done.” He scrambles to do her bidding, clearly glad that he has been asked to do something that will free him from the stool.

			Edmund comes in and stands just inside the open door. He looks stricken, and is plainly waiting for a sign from Mary as to what he should do; men are usually banned from witnessing a birth. She asks him to close the door, and then thinks better of it, for she will need all the light and air available. Unlike Goody Turner, she cannot gauge the progress of a labor by her hands alone.

			“Nay, leave it open,” she says, and begins giving orders. “Bring in as much straw as you can. We must cover the floor to soak up”—she hesitates—“the fluids. Find something clean to wrap the child in when it comes. And collect whatever strengthening food you have.”

			He shakes his head. “We have naught but scraps of bread.”

			“Then you must beg some from a neighbor. Broth. Stew. A pottage. Go to Goody Kerley’s house; she is my sister. Tell her I have sent you and she will provide. Your daughter must have food and drink or she will faint with her pangs.” Mary turns from him and kneels beside the girl.

			“Bess!” She puts her mouth near the girl’s ear. “Bess, I’ve come to your aid.” To her own surprise, she adds, “All will be well.” She’s not sure what possesses her to say this, since she has no assurance at all that it is true.

			Bess turns her head and Mary sees the childbed fear in her eyes—a fear she knows well. She has seen it on the faces of her sisters as they labored. She has felt it on her own. Everyone knows that bearing a child can carry a woman to her grave.

			She also knows that Bess has another reason to be afraid—a reason Mary dreads—for it is required of all women, wed and unwed, that they confess the name of their child’s father. They must do this during the most difficult moments of labor when the pain strips all self-control from them. Though she knows this is for the good of Bess’s soul, and will assure her a chance of salvation if she dies, Mary has no taste for the custom. She has endured the pangs of labor herself and knows that in the darkest hours of travail, a woman can be persuaded to reveal her most shameful secrets, to confess the vilest sin. A woman is not herself at that time, but only a vessel for the terrible power of her womb. Mary has no desire to press Bess for a revelation. The girl is without a husband—isn’t that shame enough?

			Gossip has it—and all Lancaster believes—that the child’s father is her master, Deacon William Park, that he likely forced himself on her and then threatened her with the lash to procure her silence.

			As the only woman present, it is Mary’s duty to extract a confession from the girl, yet she wishes with all her heart that it was not required. What good can come of it? Deacon Park is wealthy and proud, with a reputation as a righteous man. All the shame will fall on Bess’s thin shoulders. She will be branded a liar and temptress, and worse. She will be doubly condemned for trying to bring down a God-fearing and pious man.

			Soon a fire is leaping on the hearth and John has hung a kettle of water over it to boil. Edmund brings in armfuls of straw and he and John spread it over the floor. Edmund leaves and returns with a wedge of cheese and a pot of broth. He warms the broth while Mary rubs Bess’s back to ease her pain. She persuades the girl to walk with her, up and down across the room.

			“It will hurry the babe along,” Mary assures her, supporting Bess with an arm around her waist.

			They walk only a short time before Bess’s pains are too strong to continue. Mary eases her down onto the pallet and asks Edmund to leave. “There are duties I must perform,” she says. “Things that must be kept from the eyes of men.” He nearly runs out the door in his haste to escape these women’s mysteries. Mary quickly closes and bars it behind him.

			She whispers a prayer, begging God for strength, then kneels beside Bess. “The time has come, as you knew it would,” Mary says. “You must confess the name of your babe’s father.”

			Bess shakes her head and sets her teeth in a desperate grimace.

			“There is no protecting him, Bess. The truth will be revealed. You cannot save him, but you can save yourself from the flames of hell.”

			“I cannot,” she whispers, then moans and clutches her belly as another pang overwhelms her.

			“Just speak his name,” Mary says, “and you will have all the aid you need.” She leans over the girl and places her hands at the base of the swollen belly, pressing firmly. “I beg you, Bess, say it. All Lancaster knows this was your master’s doing, but you must declare it true.” When she does not answer, Mary presses harder. Bess’s eyes snap open and she screams.

			Edmund beats on the door with his fists. “Stop!” he cries. “For God’s sake, you must not torture her! Let me in!”

			Mary ignores him. “You must speak the name. Else I cannot help you.”

			Bess screams again. “’Tis no Christian thing you do, Mistress Rowlandson!” Edmund shouts. “This is a Devil’s game!”

			“The name of your master,” Mary says, the words scraping raw in her throat. “Just say it and be done with this.”

			Bess shakes her head violently, setting her teeth and closing her eyes, her whole body thrashing beneath Mary’s hands. Mary begins to lose her purchase, yet she knows she should not relent. Suddenly, Bess goes limp; her face grows dark red and seems to fold in on itself. She sobs; tears run from the corners of her eyes and Mary’s own eyes blur. Beyond the door, Edmund is silent.

			The girl’s mouth opens and an unholy wail escapes her. It has in it the sound of bones scraping across broken rocks, the sound wind makes as it rages through desolate winter forests; it makes Mary think of ice crusting on the doorsteps of burned houses. It makes her think of death.

			“Say it,” Mary whispers, but her resolve has turned to water. “Just speak his name. I beg you.” Her voice catches on a sob. Duty or not, she cannot continue.

			She takes her hands away and stands up. Silently, she berates herself as a poor, weak woman who does not have the resolve to do what is required. Yet she cannot make herself do more. She wants only to comfort Bess and ease her pain. Mary kneels again, puts her arm around her, and tells the girl she will not hurt her anymore.

			“Have no fear,” Mary says. “Your travail will soon be done.” Bess moans again. Mary opens the door and motions Edmund in. She helps Bess move higher on the pallet and asks Edmund to sit behind her, to support her head and torso while Mary helps to ease the child out. “Hold her well,” Mary says as she parts the girl’s knees and bends to her task.

			•   •   •

			Mary stares down at the wet infant wailing in her arms. A healthy, strong boy, with a sheath of wavy black hair slicked to his scalp. His skin is the color of well-steeped tea. It takes her a moment before she believes what she is seeing—the child’s father is clearly not Deacon Park.

			She looks up and meets Edmund’s eyes. He, too, has seen the boy’s dark skin and black hair. He smiles.

			“A boy,” Mary announces. “You have a son, Bess.”

			“Is he well?” The girl’s hands reach for the infant.

			“Aye,” Mary says. “’Tis a fine, lusty boy. Hear how he cries!”

			“I have named him already,” Bess whispers. “Silvanus.”

			It is unwise to name a child so soon; there are too many dangers to be faced in the first weeks after birth. But Mary has no heart to warn her. Let her enjoy what little peace she can.

			The girl lies back against her father, and closes her eyes. A long sigh escapes her; a faint smile turns up the corners of her mouth. Edmund gazes down at her and strokes her forehead in a gesture so tender Mary’s heart wrenches to see it.

			She turns her attention back to the babe, who squirms vigorously in her arms. There is still much to do: The afterbirth must be delivered; the birth cord must be cut and at just the right length. It must not touch the floor, or the boy will not be able to hold his water. Two eggs must be broken and stirred over hot embers and applied to a plaster for Bess to assure her future fertility. She must eat a poached egg and suckle the babe.

			Mary cuts the cord, cleans the child, swaddles him tightly, presents him to Bess and shows her how to help him latch onto her nipple. She makes the egg plaster and prepares the food Bess must eat. She washes the girl’s legs and private parts and collects the soiled rags to take home. When her tasks are finished and both Bess and the child have drifted off to sleep, she steps outside, where Edmund is sitting on the doorstep.

			“I thank you for your kindness to Bess,” he says. He offers her a pipe of tobacco and she realizes suddenly that she is exhausted. She takes the pipe and sits beside him, enjoying the tobacco’s bitterness on the back of her throat, the sweetness of the smoke as it threads into her lungs.

			“Did you know about the babe?” Mary does not look at him. “Did she tell you of his father?”

			He grunts softly. “She named no names, but spoke of an African slave who had been hired out to Deacon Park. Kind, she said. The kindest man who ever lived.”

			“Kind?” Mary asks. “What sort of kindness is it to get a child on her?”

			He is silent a moment. “I believe she loves him.”

			“Aye, love,” Mary says, nodding. So Bess consented to the union; she was not defiled after all. No wonder she hasn’t revealed the man’s name. Mary takes a long draw on the pipe. She knows about love, felt it running through her own veins when she was but a few years older than Bess. It seems so long ago now.

			“The townsfolk will not be charitable to her,” she says. “Or him. The child is not only a bastard but the son of a slave.”

			“He is my grandson,” Edmund says in a hard voice.

			“Aye,” Mary says. She thinks of the tender way he soothed Bess, how he tried to protect her from interrogation. He is a kind man, Mary thinks, and for a moment she wants to tell him so. She has not known men to be kind. Her father was strong, courageous, often reckless, sometimes ruthless, but never kind. Her husband is a forceful man, righteous, insistent, and steadfast in his faith. He strives to be just and charitable, but kindness is not in his nature; his gentleness is confined to their marriage bed.

			Yet Edmund Parker, poor though he may be, appears to be deeply kind. Mary remembers his wife, Ruth, who died five years ago of a wasting disease. She was a hardworking, silent woman who had not joined the church. Mary had pitied her for being yoked to a man who could not make his farm prosper. But perhaps Ruth knew deeper satisfactions.

			On the far side of the field, John comes out of the woods. His hair is the color of straw in the sun. Mary thinks of the black-haired child inside the house, sleeping in his mother’s arms.

			She takes a final draw on the pipe and hands it back to Edmund. “I must go,” she says, rising. “I have many duties to attend.” She thinks of what she will likely find at home—her children ill-tended, the fire burned down to embers, a pot full of slick, gray porridge, her husband inconvenienced by her absence. She will have to tell him what she has witnessed—that Bess Parker has borne a black babe. It will shock him; it will shock all the good people of Lancaster.

			At Sabbath meeting, he will pray for the Lord’s mercy. He will beg God not to rain down His righteous anger upon the whole town. “Spare us from the wages of this woman’s sin!” he will cry. The congregation will murmur and tremble and whisper, “Amen.”

			Mary hurries down the lane to her house. In the west, the sun is sliding behind George Hill. The sky is the color of blood.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			“Bess must repent and make her confession before the whole congregation,” Joseph says. He is sitting by the hearth in the heavy oaken chair Mary’s father gave them when they married. His open Bible rests on his knees. “If she is to be restored, she must submit without complaint to her punishment.”

			Mary pictures Bess trembling as she is led out of the meetinghouse, bound to the whipping post, and stripped naked to the waist. How many lashes will the magistrates require? “She is but a child,” Mary protests. “Surely she has suffered enough.”

			Joseph gives her a disapproving look. “She is woman enough to bear a son,” he says. “And she has caused more suffering than she has endured. I do not understand you, wife. What confusion has disordered your mind since you attended this birth?”

			She wants to tell him she is perfectly sane, that any transformation she underwent was clarity, not confusion. But she knows he will regard such words as defiance. She keeps her head down and studies the bread dough as she kneads. It is brown and elastic, slightly warm under her palms.

			“And, Mary”—he closes the Bible and rises—“you must not visit the girl until she is restored.” When she does not answer, he crosses the room to stand behind her. “You have risked much in attending the birth. Further contact will taint you. Will taint all of us.”

			The skin between her shoulder blades stings suddenly as if pricked with quills. She wonders how he knew her intention. She forms the dough into a ball, covers it with a cloth and wipes her hands on her apron, focusing on her fingers as the coarse fabric scrapes away bits of dough, until she has control of herself. Finally she turns and looks at him.

			“Is there no place for Christian charity, then?” she asks, her voice quiet, measured. She must not threaten his authority. “Is not kindness a fruit of the Spirit, after all?”

			His eyes go hard and his jaw stiffens; she realizes she has gone too far. “It is not for a woman to decide such things,” he says. “You raise yourself too high. Your pride will be your undoing.”

			She knows that it is entirely proper for her husband to correct her, yet she resents it. Has always resented it. “I must see to my spinning,” she says, glancing at the small flax wheel in the dark northwest corner of the room.

			He wraps his hand around her wrist. “Hear me, Mary. I forbid you to visit the girl.”

			She assents without meeting his eyes, a submissive bob of her head, so that he will release her. But as she seats herself at the wheel and moves her fingers over the distaff, her face is bright with anger.

			•   •   •

			For sixteen years, Mary has striven to be a steadfast and godly wife to Joseph Rowlandson. She has submitted her will to his, accepted his corrections, and regularly joined her body to his in conjugal union. She was twenty when they wed, seventeen when she first met him. She will always remember opening the front door of her father’s new-built house and finding Joseph standing on the stoop: a sturdy, well-built man with wide shoulders, a long nose and dark hair that curled cunningly over his ears. He told her he was the town’s minister, come to call on her father.

			This was not surprising; it would serve any minister to make himself friend to John White, the wealthiest proprietor in Lancaster. He had spent years moving his family restlessly from one place to another, always seeking a new, more profitable opportunity. Mary was two when the family fled England in 1639, part of the Great Migration of Puritans to New England, seeking relief from the apostasy of King Charles. She remembers the crossing dimly: a haze of sunshine and black water, dirty white sails pasted to the sky, and the creaking, rocking hull.

			Her father settled the family in Salem; six years later he moved them to Wenham, where the number of children grew to nine. When, in 1653, he announced that he had purchased land in Lancaster, a frontier town deep in the wilderness, his eyes had flashed with excitement. But Mary had had to look away as she felt a great sinking in her chest and saw her mother’s face sag with fear. Only Mary’s married older sister and brothers had been able to stay in Wenham.

			Since coming to Lancaster, Mary had tried unsuccessfully to conquer her misery but, as she looked up at the minister that afternoon, something in his sharp blue gaze suggested that she might have prospects in Lancaster after all.

			•   •   •

			Now, for the first time in her married life, Mary defies her husband. On a warm, gray day when Joseph is called to the neighboring town of Groton to investigate a case of witchcraft, she packs a basket of food and carries it to the Parker farm. She finds Bess sitting in the yard, suckling Silvanus.

			The girl smiles when she sees her. Mary lowers the basket and admires the babe, brushing his cheek with the tip of her finger and tucking her thumb into his tiny fist. She is touched when Bess asks if she’d like to hold him.

			Mary cradles the small, warm body against her breasts, inhaling the milky perfume of his breath that rises from between his parted lips. She rocks him back and forth and closes her eyes. She remembers her own newborns so vividly that tears rise.

			“He’s a sweet babe,” she says, handing him back to Bess. “And you. How do you fare? Have you ample sustenance?”

			The girl’s face reddens and she briefly looks away, then back again. “You are the first to visit,” she whispers.

			“I have brought some food,” Mary says, removing the square of homespun covering the basket. “Cheese and bread. A slice of salted ham. Peas. Three good onions.”

			“Thank you.” Bess’s voice is ragged. Mary sits down and puts her arm around the girl’s shoulder.

			“What will become of me?” Bess whispers. “The goodwives scorn and shun me. They walk the other way when they see me in the lane.”

			Mary swallows against something sticky and hot in her throat. “They will receive you again if you confess and repent.”

			“I cannot.” Bess’s head drops lower; she will not look at Mary.

			“’Tis not so hard a thing,” Mary says gently.

			“But I cannot repent.” Bess looks up at her, her eyes dark with sorrow. “I would lie with him again tomorrow, if I could.”

			Mary can think of no satisfactory response to the girl’s sinful declaration. She is plainly demented with love. Mary recognizes the condition, for she was once demented herself with love for Joseph. She remembers how kind and attentive he was the spring after they moved to Lancaster, when her mother took to her bed, complaining of pains in her bowels and chest. Throughout her long dying, he came daily to offer prayers and Christian comfort. He often ate at their table. Mary became acutely aware of each time Joseph’s gaze fell on her. His glances caused something at the base of her spine to shiver with pleasure. When he departed, she felt strangely exhausted and yet she wanted to run all the way up the hill behind the house and spin in circles under the trees.

			Mary recalls lying next to her sister Elizabeth on their pallet in the chamber over the kitchen, telling her everything. She was in love, she said. She would not rest content until she became Joseph Rowlandson’s wife. She thought Elizabeth would sympathize because she had recently become engaged to Henry Kerley. Instead, her sister clucked her tongue and told Mary what a foolish girl she was. Love was not something that fell on a person out of a clear sky, but a warm affection that slowly grew from years of sharing life’s toils.

			Mary removes her arm from Bess’s shoulder and presses her hands together with sudden resolve. “You must not despair,” she says. “All will be well.” The guilt from disobeying her husband suddenly falls away and she feels a resolute determination to shower the girl with kindness and hope. “Fear not,” she says. “I will see to it myself.”

			•   •   •

			A week later, Mary spends the morning heckling flax, pulling the broken fibers through the series of combs to ready them for the distaff. Early in the afternoon, she steps out on the front stoop to catch what breeze there is, when the mastiff, sleeping in the shade of the house eaves, heaves himself to his feet, barking. Mary wipes her brow with the tail of her apron and turns to look, shading her eyes from the sun’s glare.

			A man carrying a basket is walking on the road. For an instant her heart lifts; the figure is the image of her father. She has to squeeze her eyes shut to erase the illusion, for she knows what she sees cannot be real. Her father is too frail these days to be out walking.

			She opens her eyes and sees truly. “Goodman Parker,” she calls. “How fares Bess this day?”

			“Well enough.” As Edmund comes closer, Mary sees that what he holds is not a basket but a crudely constructed cage. Perched on a stick inside is a bird.

			Marie crosses the yard from the barn, hauling Sarah on her hip. Sarah points. “Bird!” she cries.

			“I made you a thanking gift.” Edmund holds the cage out to her. “For your charity to Bess. Your visits lift her spirits.”

			“How kindly thought,” Mary says, though she is reluctant to take it. The only birds she knows how to care for are ducks and chickens. And she is certain that Joseph will object, for he will see the gift as frivolous, of no practical use.

			“’Tis a singing sparrow,” Edmund says. “To gladden your heart.” His smile is so wide and Mary is so touched by his generosity that she cannot refuse. She holds out her hands and takes the cage.

			The bird is russet and gray with a white breast; there is a dark triangle under its bill. It cocks its head at her, hops off the stick, and flutters briefly upward before returning to its perch.

			“Bird!” cries Sarah again, clapping her tiny hands.

			“May we keep it, Mother?” Marie puts Sarah down and brushes her skirts into place. “Will not Father complain?”

			Mary smiles down at her daughters. “How can he complain?” she says. “Did not our Lord Himself promise that no bird is outside the Father’s care?”

			•   •   •

			Mary hangs the cage on a peg by the window. She studies the cleverly made door, which latches with a hook and swings back on tiny pegged hinges. She sprinkles flax seeds and bits of bread in the bottom of the cage, and sets a saucer of water there, too. Throughout the afternoon she finds herself crossing the room to reassure herself that the sparrow is well. By the time Joseph comes in from the field with Joss that evening, the sun has gone down and the cage is in shadow. Her husband is weary and out of temper; even his prayer is short and bitter. They eat in silence, and when the meal is over, they retire to their bedstead and draw the curtains.

			They are wakened at first light by birdsong.

			As Mary expected, Joseph condemns Edmund’s gift as foolish and worldly. When she reminds him of the many passages in Scripture relating God’s concern for the birds of the air, he is not persuaded. He insists she must return it.

			She looks at the cage, where the sparrow is now making chipping sounds. She is sure it is hungry. “But surely it is unwise to give rumormongers reason to think your wife has been ungracious toward a parishioner,” she says, knowing his weak point is his reputation. When he doesn’t reply, she presses her advantage. “Even though Goodman Parker is of lowly estate, a minister must still be mindful of the good name of his family. Have you not said so yourself many times?”

			When Joseph acknowledges her point with a grunt, she knows that she has won. He will let her keep the sparrow and cage. But he warns her again that she must not visit Bess. “Goodman Parker’s gift is recompense for your mercy, not a license to contaminate yourself.”

			Mary nods, though she has no intention of curtailing her visits to Bess.

			•   •   •

			Mary’s sisters Hannah and Elizabeth are charmed by the sparrow. Whenever they visit, they bring a biscuit and break it into crumbs to sprinkle in the bottom of the cage. They like to sit near it, hoping to hear the sparrow sing.

			“I have heard of birds caged in great houses in England, but not here,” Hannah says one late summer afternoon as the women sit spinning flax onto their distaffs. “I am surprised your husband sanctions it.” Her son, Josiah, who was born only twelve days after Sarah, sits at her feet rocking his infant brother, William, in Sarah’s old cradle. Mary smiles, remembering the summer of 1669 when Hannah, Elizabeth, and she were all with child.

			“Joseph complains it sometimes disturbs his studies,” she says. “Yet I think the truth of it is that he has grown to delight in the song.”

			Joss, who is eight and solemn like his father, warns Mary that the sparrow will die. “’Tis a wild creature,” he says. “Not meant to be clapped in a cage.”

			“It seems happy enough,” Mary says. “Look how it sings.”

			“What choice has it?” he asks. “A captive may sing but still perish.”

			But the sparrow does not die. It seems to thrive on the food and attention Mary shows it. Marie tries to imitate the song, trilling high, sweet notes as she does her chores. Sarah finds worms and beetles in the kitchen garden, and pokes them one after another into the cage with fierce earnestness. Because she cannot yet say the word “sparrow,” she calls it Row, which quickly becomes the bird’s name.

			•   •   •

			Mary visits Bess when she is able, bringing food and the comforts of prayer and Scripture. On her fifth visit, as they sit in the dooryard sewing while the babe sleeps, Bess talks about her child’s father, who languishes in the Boston jail. His name is Silvanus Warro. He was born on a plantation in the colony of Maryland, and brought north to the Bay Colony by his master, Daniel Gookin. He lived in Cambridge for many years and was treated well. Then Mr. Gookin hired him out to Deacon Park.

			Mary listens, frowning as the sun warms her hair and scalp through her bonnet. She has heard of this Daniel Gookin somewhere before. Has her husband mentioned him? Has she met him somewhere? She remembers suddenly—he is the superintendent of the Praying Indians. A tall man with a narrow face and pale blue eyes, she thinks.

			Bess’s voice draws her back to the present. “Silvanus was exceeding kind to me when I first came to Deacon Park’s. He helped me when my chores were burdensome. He comforted me when I longed for home.” Bess’s voice thickens. “How could I not have loved him?”

			Mary thinks of Bess in the arms of a black man, imagines their limbs entwined in an embrace. She finds it difficult to believe that a woman can love a man so different in appearance and background from herself—but it is plain that Bess and Silvanus have tasted the fullness of love.

			“When I discovered I carried his child, he said we must wed,” Bess tells Mary. “I asked how that could be. I was under an indenture and he was a slave. But he kissed me and told me that he would find a way.” She hunches low over her stitching. “One night he told me to collect my belongings and tie them up in a napkin. He stole a horse from the stable and some money from the deacon’s strongbox. We fled but they caught us before we reached Plymouth.” She falls silent for a moment. “They arrested him and sent me back to my father. Silvanus was tried and sentenced to twenty lashes. He’s in jail until he can pay restitution.”

			Mary looks up and sees the girl’s eyes glisten with tears. Instinctively she places her hand on Bess’s knee to comfort her. These visits have brought Mary an unexpected solace—a respite from the burdens of mutual watch, the relentless scrutiny of each other’s conduct required of all church members. Despite her youth, Bess has become a friend.

			“’Tis said our true freedom is in Christ,” Bess says after a while. “But I warrant a person ought to be free from human bondage, as well.” She looks at Mary. “Would not Christ agree?”

			Mary cannot think how to answer, for she has never considered this question before. Like all Puritans, she has been taught that the world is ordered according to God’s will. Bondage is part of the human condition, recognized and authorized in Scripture. She thinks of her servants. Rebekah, just fifteen, who has been indentured for four years, and Peter, bound out from Duxbury, to help Joseph with the farmwork. She remembers Timothy, the son of a Nashaway sachem, whom they took in as a slave when he was orphaned. He stayed three years before running away. Mary never understood why he left a civilized English household with all its goods and godliness to return to the wilderness. At the time, she blamed herself for not properly schooling him in the Christian faith. Now, she wonders if there is another reason, a deeper need for freedom she did not recognize.

			“We cannot know the mind of Christ,” Mary says, though her voice lacks a forceful conviction.

			“Nay, I think we can!” Bess says.

			“’Tis a dangerous thought, Bess. I’m sure you know what befell Mistress Anne Hutchinson for such heresy.”

			Mary is shocked when Bess shakes her head. Is not every young girl raised on these tales whispered in the corners of dark rooms as warning to stay humble and mind the authorities? It occurs to her that the death of Bess’s mother put her at grave risk, for it seems the girl has been raised in ignorance. “Mistress Hutchinson believed she had visions from the Lord,” Mary explains. “People flocked to hear her revelations, though they were heresies. She was reprimanded by her betters, but she would not listen and persisted in her rebellious ways. She was tried and banished from the Bay Colony. Yet the Lord Himself continued to chasten her.”

			“How?” Bess whispers, plainly frightened.

			“She suffered a monstrous birth after a long and torturous labor,” Mary says. “The child in her womb was rank and misshapen. No one could even determine its sex. It died quickly. A mercy,” she adds. “Later she and all but one of her living children were slain by Indians. ’Tis a warning to all of us not to venture into realms which properly belong to men.” Even as she speaks, Mary remembers her mother reciting the terrible curse Mistress Hutchinson spoke at her trial: God will ruin you and your posterity and this whole state. She does not repeat the words to Bess, but she is suddenly struck by how similar the words are to her husband’s pronouncements. Was Anne Hutchinson a prophet after all?

			Bess is silent, bending to her stitching. Mary hopes the girl grasped her admonition. She has told the story so many times to Marie and Sarah, they both know it by heart.

			After a time, Bess speaks again. “It may not be a revelation from the Lord, yet still I believe it is evil to hold another person enslaved.”

			“’Tis the order of things,” Mary says. “Ordained by God. Does not Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians enjoin the slave to stay in his position and serve the Lord?”

			“He says that we are bought with a price, and that we ought not to be servants of men,” Bess says quietly.

			Mary turns to stare, surprised that the girl knows her Bible so well. She says nothing, knowing she should consult her husband for his greater knowledge of such matters. Knowing, too, that she will likely never trouble him with it.

			•   •   •

			On an afternoon in early September, Goody Cooper spies Mary carrying a loaf of bread to Bess and soon word spreads that the minister’s wife is associating with a harlot. Joseph is furious. He reminds her that she could be beaten for wifely disobedience. He tells her it is only God’s mercy that stays his hand. He forbids her to visit Bess again.

			Mary protests, pointing out that Christ himself mingled with sinners, but Joseph will have none of it. “You are tainting my ministry!” he shouts. “You contaminate not only yourself but my children!” He reminds her that a woman must be subject to her husband in all things. He warns that if she disobeys him again he will have her pilloried in front of the meetinghouse.

			Mary’s visits end. But the gossip does not. Elizabeth tries to stanch it in public. But in private, she berates Mary for her foolishness.

			“Bess Parker is no better than a strumpet,” Elizabeth says one afternoon the next spring, as they work side by side in Mary’s stillroom, making cheese. They are straining the whey from the curds and their arms are wet to the elbows. “Worse. She’s a jezebel who minds not who she lies with. Think on it—a Negro slave!” She shakes her head. “’Tis vile. She imperils us all.”

			“How?” Mary asks. “What harm does she do us because she loves a slave?”

			Elizabeth wipes her dripping hands on her apron. Bits of curd fall to the floor. “Mary, you cannot mean that!”

			“But I do!” She feels a rush of blood to her cheeks and bends over the pan of curds. “Is it not for God to judge?”

			Elizabeth is silent—but only for a moment. “God’s people may judge in His name. Must judge. Else His wrath will destroy us all.” She frowns. “Do you not listen to your husband’s sermons?”

			“I listen,” she says. “But I also pray for God to guide my actions. And I believe He does.”

			Elizabeth sighs. “You have always had a rebellious nature, Mary.” She pushes her hands back into the curds. “I fear for your safety.” She slides a look at her. “For your well-being.”

			Mary is tempted to tell her to see to her own well-being, but holds her tongue. Of all her sisters, she is most closely bound to Elizabeth, who is four years older. Elizabeth has always been her chief protector, has acted as a mother when their own mother was in her sickbed or overwrought in the fevers of conversion. She patiently taught Mary how to sew hems, spin flax, and gather roots and herbs for medicine. She taught her to read and helped her memorize Scripture. She allowed Mary to sleep curled in the nest of her arms when she had been punished with the birch whip or wakened by terrifying dreams. Even now she looks to Elizabeth for counsel, though Mary’s status as minister’s wife is higher, for Elizabeth is only the wife of a yeoman soldier.

			“Promise me you will strive to curb your inclinations,” Elizabeth pleads.

			Is not compassion an inclination that should be followed? Mary wants to ask, but instead she nods submissively and concentrates all her attention on her work.

			•   •   •

			In the winter of 1673 Mary’s father takes to his bed and dies the next May, just as the earth is greening. Joseph reminds her that she ought not to feel any sorrow, for surely her father was one of the elect. His wealth and influence in the community prove this, for God blesses the righteous with his favor. He instructs her to pray for God’s peace to fall upon her and she does. But she also seeks the counsel of her sisters, who share Mary’s feeling that the world has become a strange and alien land, now that both parents are gone.

			A year later, when Bess Parker’s son is nearly two, news comes that the Court has determined the child rightfully belongs to Deacon Park. Mary can barely contain her outrage.

			Joseph tries to reason with her, explaining that the Court’s decision is just and final. That Silvanus is the son of a slave, and thus a slave himself. He assures Mary this is for the best, pointing out that Edmund can barely support his own two children. How can he be expected to provide for the babe and raise him to adulthood?

			Mary knows Edmund will fight the edict, for he dotes on his grandson. “It is evil to take a child from his mother!” she cries. All she can think of is losing her first child to a sweating fever on a cold January morning when the babe was the same age as Silvanus. Mari had been a sweetly gentle child; even her death was gentle. Yet when she breathed her last, Mary did not want to hold her body, nor even touch it. She refused to look at the trundle bed where Hannah and Elizabeth had laid her out. She felt as a ship in the midst of a tempest, helpless before towering waves of grief. The wound to her heart has never healed.

			“Calm yourself,” Joseph says, stroking her cheek. “Do not let sentiment master you. Is not self-control a fruit of the Holy Spirit?”

			Mary cannot refute him, but her outrage does not subside. When she learns Joseph has been selected to lead the delegation of six men who will separate Bess from her son, she begs to accompany him.

			“Bess will need some Christian comfort from another woman,” Mary insists.

			But Joseph refuses, and will not be moved, no matter how much Mary prays and pleads. She waits at home while the monstrous deed is done. She cannot sit still, or concentrate on any task. She flits from one chore to another like a distracted girl. Row, agitated by her distress, flutters in the cage and emits loud, rasping cheeps. When Joseph returns, he reports that Edmund barred the door, requiring the men to force their way in. “I tried to calm him,” Joseph says. “I assured him that I brought with me the peace of Christ and reminded him that he must do as the Court has ordered.”

			Mary pictures the scene as he describes it—Edmund roaring that he will not allow them to take his grandson. The men breaking down the door, subduing Edmund and Bess. Seizing Silvanus. She imagines the boy, John, bravely trying to beat them off as Silvanus throws his head back and wails with terror. Bess, frantic and weeping as her babe is carried away to his new owner.

			Mary can think of nothing to say to her husband, though she wants to ask why he agreed to participate in such a wicked enterprise. She believes he ought to fall to his knees and beg the Lord’s forgiveness. She prepares a basket of food—a beef pottage, a loaf of bread, turnips, and potatoes—and makes her way in secret to the Parker farm.

			There is no calming Bess. She clings to Mary, sobbing and moaning, wetting her cloak all the way through. Mary wishes she could assure her that Silvanus will thrive, that he will be well cared for. Yet she does not know what will become of him. There can be no assurance that his owner will be kind—or even regard the boy as a child of God.

			When Mary leaves, it is near twilight. She walks away with a stone in her heart. It seems that she can hear Bess all the way home, continuously moaning in the most broken voice Mary has ever heard: “Silvanus! Silvanus! Silvanus!”
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			CHAPTER THREE

			That summer, the land parches to dun under a sun that sears everything—crops, earth, even livestock. Wells dry up, obliging the men to dig new ones, but the water tastes brackish and bitter and dusty, as if God has dipped in a dirty finger. For the second year in a row the wheat harvest fails. Strange lights blaze in the night sky. Witches are found in pious congregations. Barns burst into flame and children drown. Entire families are struck down by the pox.

			Even Mary can discern these signs. Clearly, sin and darkness have ensnared New England in a deadly net. When she learns that Deacon Park has sold both Bess’s lover and her son, and that Bess herself has been bound out again—this time to a judge’s family in Salem—she is certain the day of God’s wrath is at hand.

			Thus she is not surprised when, in late June of 1675, word comes from Boston that Indians have attacked the village of Swansea, in Plymouth Colony. Pagan tribes have joined to form an army and are marching north into Massachusetts Bay. In mid-August Indians lay siege to Quabaug, a frontier town west of Lancaster. A fortnight later, on a hot Sabbath morning, they attack farms in the north sector of Lancaster itself, butchering George Benet and all his animals outside his barn and leaving Lidia widowed with five babes and no relation to come to her aid. Joseph Farrar meets the same fate. His poor wife is in a stupor for weeks, abandoning her children to fend for themselves. The MacLoud family is slain in their dooryard as their house burns before their eyes. The Indians do not even spare four-year-old Hannah. Two days later, a violent storm rips trees from the ground and ruins the fields of wheat and maize.

			Weekly, Joseph’s brow glistens with the exertions of his preaching. He cries out and smacks the air with his fists. God, he reminds the congregation, does not hesitate to rebuke those He loves. Has He not visited earthquake, fire, and plague upon the Bay Colony? Is not Lancaster’s disobedience as great as any of the Bay towns?

			By November, the Indian situation has grown so desperate that the selectmen consider enclosing the entire town. Someone calculates that it will require a fence eight feet tall and twelve miles long and they abandon the plan. Instead, the largest homes are designated garrison houses. Two men are appointed to build a stockade around the Rowlandson house, providing a measure of safety but spoiling Mary’s view from the dooryard. Where she was once able to see trees blanketing the hills beyond neat fields of wheat and flax, now she faces only stout posts set close together like the brown teeth of a great beast.

			Winter comes, and an icy wind sweeps the hills and cracks the branches of trees. Rain falls and freezes on the doorstep. One night the full moon darkens and turns red as if drenched in blood. Cakes refuse to rise and bake into dense dry bricks. The sparrow no longer sings in its cage. Jonas Fairbanks reports that he heard the blaring of unholy trumpets early one Saturday morning when he walked on George Hill. Thomas Hosmer tells of the birth of a calf in nearby Groton whose head was so monstrously deformed the animal could not stand. Witches’ stones crash against the Sawyer house three nights in a row and it is said that the dung of a passing crow struck a man dead on the Concord Turnpike.

			In January, everyone in Lancaster is ordered to take shelter nightly in their designated garrisons. Mary’s sisters and their families are assigned to the Rowlandson garrison, as are their closest neighbors, the Joslins and the Kettles. By day everyone goes about their duties warily, the way a farmer harvests his ripened grain with one eye cast toward a fretful sky. At night, more than forty people crowd into the house, bringing their blankets and food stores and little else, for there is no room to accommodate furniture. Mary’s household, which she strives to order daily, becomes a place of noise and disarray.

			In early February, Joseph tells Mary that he has decided to travel to Boston and beg the governor to send troops for their protection. Mary tries to dissuade him. The night before his departure, as they lie in bed, she pleads with him. “Can you not wait till spring?” She tries to keep her voice low, mindful that the bed curtains do little to muffle sound. She can hear the snores and sighs of her relatives and neighbors who sleep on pallets only a few feet away. “’Tis the dead of winter and travel to Boston is arduous.”

			“Mary, hush.” He rolls to face her. Even in the dark she can see that his forehead has knit into a frown. He strokes her cheek, trying to gentle her as she does the children when they are fretful. “You will infect others with your fears. You must be strong in the Lord.”

			“Send Lieutenant Kerley in your stead! Surely he is more suited to the task.” She whispers the words, hoping that her sister Elizabeth is not awake to hear Mary offer her husband in place of her own.

			“Henry will go. Did I not tell you? He has already agreed to accompany me. But in Boston they will be more persuaded by a minister than a yeoman soldier.”

			Mary struggles to still her tongue, to submit her will to his. Yet fear assaults her again, sliding up her back like a cold snake. “And what are we to do if the Indians attack while you are gone?”

			He clicks his tongue irritably. “Do you think I would leave if I thought that likely? The very reason I go is to insure that we will not be attacked.”

			“But if we are—”

			He cuts her off, and tells her what she already knows. “I do not leave you without protection. The house is well garrisoned. John Divoll and John Kettle are here. Abraham Joslin, John MacLoud. My own nephew—”

			“Thomas is but a boy,” Mary protests.

			“Hush you, now! He is nineteen and more skilled with a musket than I am.”

			Again Mary strives for silence. Again she fails. “Can you not wait until the house is fully secured?” She thinks of the flankers the men have begun building at the corners of the house, spaces a man with a musket can squeeze into and sight the enemy through long vertical slits.

			She hears him sigh and realizes their conversation is over. “The Lord will be your safekeeping, Mary,” Joseph whispers. She feels his warm breath against her ear. “Sleep now. You must trust always in Him.”

			She nods yes, her forehead lightly brushing his chest. She breathes in his warmth, his familiar scent. Joseph is her husband, the head of her house, as Christ is head of the church, and she owes him loving obedience. She must trust him. Though she sleeps little, she says no more that night.

			•   •   •

			The sun is rising as Mary follows her husband into the yard the next morning. Joss has brought the bay mare from the barn and is stroking her neck. Elizabeth’s husband, Henry, is already mounted on his black gelding. A sudden gust of wind sweeps down from the ridge behind the house, and Mary shivers, for it is plainly an ill omen. She sees Joseph glance at her, and forces a smile of encouragement. She does not want him to discern that her bodily humors have turned to vinegar.

			Elizabeth comes out of the house and goes at once to Henry, who is shivering in his thin uniform. Mary sees that Joseph, too, is shivering—though with cold or excitement, she cannot tell. She takes his hand, but fleetingly, for the journey to Boston is long and grueling, and he and Henry must ride in daylight because of the Indian menace. He mounts the mare.

			“Godspeed you,” Mary manages to say, shielding her eyes against the brightening sky so that she can make out his features.

			“We will return before the week is out,” he promises, leaning down. “The Lord will keep you. Trust in His mercy.”

			She nods, accepting his instruction, knowing he means to comfort her. Yet, as the men guide their horses up the bank and into the lane, Mary has the evil thought that she will never again see her husband alive. She feels a wave of self-pity that she fears will dribble out of her all day in small, bitter drops.
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			For four days Lancaster waits for Joseph and Henry to return with soldiers, but no word comes from Boston. The women and children keep to the house. Mary goes about her duties with the other women, tending the fire, scrubbing floors, washing clothes, watching over the children, preparing food. They make porridges of dried peas and beans, stews of boiled parsnips and ham, loaves of bannock bread and pans and pans of biscuits. There are so many in the garrison that they have to set two boards at midday. Everyone eats quickly from common trenchers; even the children are subdued.

			Mary minds her own children vigilantly, keeping a singular eye on six-year-old Sarah. Marie is now ten, sturdy and obedient, stalwart as her father. Joss is two years older, rangy and impulsive, desperately needing to be put to work. There is never enough for him to do in this confined space. Mary often sets him to cutting firewood at the back door, yet his liveliness is never sated.

			Each night, after their day’s labors are done and the children asleep, the women sit together while the fire burns down. They mend and knit and talk of their fears. On the third night, Priscilla Roper says something that turns Mary’s blood to ice.

			“Do you not suspicion,” Priscilla says, “that Bess Parker’s sin has brought this menace upon our town?”

			Elizabeth speaks before Mary is able to collect her tumbling thoughts. “Has not Bess gone to Salem these
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