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TO SAMUEL BENJAMIN BLUEJACKET LANE

Sweet baby Sam, you are exactly one month old on the day I write this page. You are forty-five miles away from me, and it is hard for me to stay here and work instead of going to rock you. You have been given two middle names because your parents wanted to name you Benjamin after your mother’s brother and Bluejacket after the maiden name of your father’s mother.

I don’t know yet who you will look like, but I know you are lucky to have the mother, father, and big brother that you have. I know, too, that all of us are blessed to have you. I hope you will grow up to have your father’s intelligence, his interest in learning new things, and his sense of loyalty. I also hope you will have your mother’s tender heart and her quickness to love. You are my fifth grandchild, but there has been an exclusive place in my heart saved just for you. Thank you for giving me one of your special first smiles. Welcome to our world, Sammy. We have all been waiting for you. 


PART ONE
The Early Years
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Chapter One

We were born at the exact same time, Gabe and I. It was that hour just before dawn when the cock first crows to the world that day is coming. Was it of a certain, then? Did the timing of our births mean our spirits came into the world united? Who can say? I know only that nothing separated our hearts, not until we were fifteen, not until those darkest of days, not until the time of the witches.

The midwife, Goody Curry, has told me the story of our births, told me how she brought our mothers together. “Load one of them up and move her to the other, else I won’t see to neither,” she said to our white-faced fathers who had come almost at the same time to fetch her in the middle of a January night, bitter with cold. She folded her arms in front of her. “You decide or else you can birth your own babies, that’s what.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “Outside with you. Settle it there. Makes me no never mind which house.” She reached for a half-empty bottle of oil that wanted filling considering two pairs of eyes would need to be cleansed.

Our mothers were young and afraid. Their acquaintance with each other had been but slight, my mother having come to Salem Village just a year before as a bride. Still each was happy for the company of the other. As the hours passed and the pain increased, a bond grew between them. “My baby,” gasped the fair-haired woman between groans, “promise me you will suckle my baby should I die.”

From across the room the dark-haired woman managed a laugh. “You won’t die,” she said. “We will barely remember this agony on the morrow. That’s what they say, anyway.”

“But promise me. Henry couldn’t care for a newborn.”

“I promise,” said the other.

“Hush! There will be no talk of dying,” thundered the midwife. “I’ve not lost a woman this year.” She wiped the fair-haired woman’s brow. No one spoke of the fact that the year was only three weeks old.

“Surely by God’s mercy, they won’t come at the same time,” the midwife muttered to the daughter she had dragged from bed to assist her, but they did, a boy, Gabe, for the fair-haired woman and a girl, me, for the dark-haired one.

“Ma,” said the midwife’s daughter when the baby slipped out into her hands, “it’s a boy. Oh, Ma, ain’t he grand?” She had never before attended a birth. She held the wet infant up for his mother to see.

“Cut the cord,” said the midwife. “Mind what I do and follow just so.” In minutes both of us were wrapped in soft material and laid beside our mothers. The fair-haired mother spoke gentle words of love to her baby boy and traced his small face with her finger. The dark-haired mother’s eyes were closed.

“The bleeding,” cried the midwife to her daughter. “The bleeding’s not right! Quick, child, soak more cloth for compresses, hurry!”

Alarmed, the fair-haired woman raised herself on her elbow. “Jayne,” she called. “Jayne, are you all right?”

No answer came from the quiet form. The midwife went to the head of the bed, placed her hand on the woman’s heart, and leaned close to her face. “There’s breath, but little.”

Our fathers, who had not yet been called into the room, burst through the door, each to the bedside of his wife. My father, Matthew Overbey, dropped to his knees, burying his face in the bedclothes. “Don’t die, Jayne, oh please don’t die.”

At just that moment, I’ve been told, I began to wail, a feeble sound, but one that still managed to fill the room. “Henry, bring her to me,” the fair-haired woman told her husband.

He raised his huge hands to study them. “Pick it up? I’d not know how, Mary.”

She reached to prod at his side. “You’d best put your mind to learning.”

Stepping around my father, Henry Matson scooped up the crying baby and carried me with shaking hands to his wife, who placed my small body beside the other one. The baby girl stopped crying. “She finds comfort in him,” Mary whispered to her husband. “’Tis well for I fear it is us who will be about raising her.”

My mother, Jayne Overbey, who had been carried into the Matson’s house by her husband, was also carried from it to be put into a wooden box and buried in the nearby cemetery. He was, the midwife told me, a broken man who looked but once at his baby girl.

“I’ll keep her if that’s your wish,” said Mary Matson. “Jayne promised me she’d feed my babe if I died. I’ll gladly do for hers.”

“Until she’s older,” my father said, and he touched me once on my forehead. He moved quickly then toward the door.

“Wait,” called Mary. “What of a name? What is she to be called?”

He did not turn back. “Drucilla,” he said softly. “Jayne picked Drucilla for a girl.”

We grew together, always together. The baby boy was named Gabriel, and his first word was “Dru.”

The next part of my story is wispy. Can it be that I have memory from that time? I seem to, seem to be able to close my eyes and see us, two babes together. Mayhap, it is only a recollection of an oft-heard story. Either way, there is in my mind an image of that day when my father came for me. He had not often visited his little girl, but now he had a new wife. It was time, he declared, that he took his daughter home.

“She’s so like Jayne,” he said, and he bent down to reach for me.

I pulled away from his touch. Gabriel moved quickly to my side. “My Dru,” he said, and we wrapped our small arms around each other tightly.

“Come, child,” Matthew said, and he held out his arms. “I’m your father, and I want to take you home.”

Mary reached for Gabriel and Matthew for me. They pried our little bodies apart, both of us wailing and struggling to reach the other.

“Could you leave her,” said Mary, “but for a time, yet? Until she’s old enough to understand that she belongs to you.”

He did, but before Matthew Overbey could come back for his daughter, death came for him. He was killed when a big limb he was chopping from a tree swung the unexpected way and struck him full in the head. Oft I have wondered if things might have been different had even one of my parents lived. Surely, then, I would not have been filled always with that aching yearning to belong.

Death was a regular visitor in the forlorn village of Salem, and he came for Mary and Henry Matson, too, during a smallpox epidemic when we were around four. Now Gabe and I truly had only each other. “Keep them together,” Mary pleaded with her last breath. “Please keep the wee ones together.”

The good people of Salem Village did keep us together, first one neighbor then another taking us in and sharing what were, at times, provisions hard come-by. To their credit, I must state that never were we truly hungry, nor were we mistreated.

Like our mothers, we were exact opposites in coloring. Gabe was fair of skin, his hair soft and like sunshine. I had my mother’s thick, dark hair. It hung in ringlets, and Gabe as a small boy pointed out that I had “round hair.”

We were different in temperament also. Gabe had a stubborn streak. Even as a little boy, he would set his mouth in determination and knit his brows. I learned early on not to try to push him when I saw that expression. Gabe did not give up. I was more pliable, an easygoing child, likely to be led.

In our sixth year we experienced a horrifying event. We were, at the time, living with a family named Carver, a woman and man who had three boys somewhat older than we were. One cold night a fire began when a piece of unseasoned firewood exploded, sending a burning ember into the room. The main hall was ablaze before anyone woke.

I recall being awakened by the shouting, and I remember feeling the heat coming from the front of the house. “Hurry,” I heard one of the Carver boys call, “get out the back door. Don’t stop for anything.” Gabe and I followed the boys’ forms through the smoke. About halfway into the kitchen, I thought of my most precious possession, a miniature portrait of my mother. In the same tiny black velvet bag it came in, it was kept always tucked between my mattress and the rope that supported it.

Saying nothing, I whirled about and began making my way back to the sleeping chamber. I suppose in the smoke no one noticed my going. It was impossible to see anything. I moved by feeling my way, touching the long table first, and then the wall. I struggled with the terrible tightness in my chest that made it difficult to breathe, and the journey seemed a long one. When finally I reached my bed, I dropped to the floor and retrieved the bag, but I did not get back up. I thought I would put my head down to rest for only a moment. Evidently, I had been missed by that time, and I began to hear their voices, faint and far-away sounding. “Dru,” I heard Gabe call. There were other voices, too, telling him not to go back into the house. I felt too tired to stand, and I lost interest in the voices. I was asleep when Gabe reached me.

Poking and pulling, he woke me. “Come on!” he shouted. “If we don’t hurry, we will die.” He gave my arm a mighty jerk. I wanted only to sleep, but he would not leave me be. Coughing, I managed to stand, and he pulled me out of the sleeping chamber, through the kitchen, and out the door where we both collapsed on the snow, me still grasping the velvet bag.

The Carvers all talked about how Gabe had saved my life and said that I had been near dead when he got to me. I was grateful and said a proper thank you to him, but I remember, too, that I said something else. “Gabe,” I told him just before we went to sleep that night among hay and farm animals in the Carver’s barn. “I found me out something tonight. I found out that dying doesn’t seem so bad. In fact, it might be rather pleasant. It makes me feel better, you know, for our parents.”

“Drucilla,” he muttered, “sometimes you are most strange. Now go to sleep.”

The next morning we went to live with a kind woman known to all as Granny Morton. How she came to own a house and to possess provisions enough to share with us, I do not know, for there was no man to work her fields. In fact, we lived rather more comfortably than we ever had before, each of us with our own sleeping chamber. We dwelt with the woman until we were just past ten. What her age really was I have no notion, but she seemed ancient. Her back was bent so that we, even at six, were almost her equal in height. She had white hair that was wound about her head in neat rolls and usually kept beneath a lace cap.

Granny Morton was naught but kind to us. I remember her gentle touch, and the bright, smiling eyes among the wrinkles of her face. Still, I never gave my heart to her. By six, I had learned that only Gabe was permanent in my life, only Gabe should be loved.

It was Granny Morton who taught us to read and write, skills Gabe was quick to acquire. Looking back, it seems as if Gabe needed someone only to hand him a book and to give him permission to read it before becoming a scholar.

I was more slow to learn and remained fairly uninterested in the entire process until the day when Granny said, “You best learn, child. One day the two of you may be separated. When that happens, you will want to send Gabe letters, and to read what he sends back, will you not?”

I had stood and was wandering away from the table where Granny sat between us, an open Bible before her. I remember whirling quickly back to face her. Separated from Gabe? I could see that Granny believed such dire event to be possible. I would learn to read and write.

Those were good years, the ones we spent with Granny. Gabe grew strong enough to chop wood. I learned to make bread, to sew, and to spin flax. Granny owned several books and she even owned a lute, which to my delight she taught me to play. Many an evening we spent near the glow of the fire. Aided with candlelight, Gabe would read to us
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