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PROLOGUE
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OCTOBER 1773 - PHILADELPHIA, Pennsylvania 

“What must thee be thinking, Elizabeth? Thee knows to marry outside thy Quaker faith is forbidden!”

“But, Mother, I love him so!”

“What doth thee know of love? Thee is surely mistaking the kindness of John Ross for love.”

Elizabeth Griscom, called Betsy by her family since she was a little girl, was Samuel and Rebecca Griscom’s eighth child. Although ten of the seventeen babes born to Betsy’s mother had perished as infants, three of Betsy’s younger siblings, Hannah, Rachel, and George still lived at home. Two of the older girls, Deborah and Susannah, were already married and had children of their own. Sarah, to whom Betsy was particularly close, had recently married and left home. 

“I daresay Sarah’s marriage hath put this rebellious notion into thy head.”

Betsy’s lips tightened as she carefully pulled a long handled griddle of piping hot corn cakes from the brick oven in the kitchen of the Griscom’s fine three-storey home in Philadelphia. “I confess I have spoken with Sarah regarding my feelings for John. And she agrees that what I feel for him does indeed run deeper than mere friendship.”

Mistress Griscom stirred the bubbling contents of an iron pot suspended over the flames. “The penalty for marrying this man is far too great, Elizabeth. Thee would be read out of The Society of Friends and never be allowed to attend another Quaker Meeting for the whole of thy life.” Betsy’s mother brought the wooden spoon in her hand to her lips in order to sample the savory stew she was preparing for her family’s dinner that night. “Clearly, thee hath not weighted the consequences of marrying outside thy faith.”

Betsy exhaled an exasperated breath. “I have thought of nothing else for months, Mother.”

“Ah. So, thee hath not been thinking about thy feelings for John Ross?” Turning from the hearth, Mistress Griscom leveled a stern look at her recalcitrant daughter. “Thee are a good Quaker girl, Betsy.”

“Yes, mother,” Betsy huffed. “I am a good Quaker girl. I have always been a good Quaker girl. I have never given thee a moments concern.”

“Then why would thee start now?”

The older woman skirted past her tight-lipped daughter. “Put the corn cakes on the table. Then summon thy father and George whilst I portion out the stew. I trust Rachel hath placed napkins all around.”

“Where is Hannah this evening?” Betsy asked.

“Your sister is staying the night with Sarah.” 

* * *
[image: image]


ALONE IN HER BEDCHAMBER that evening, Betsy lay in the darkness unable to sleep. All that she had earlier declared to her mother was not, in fact, the whole truth—that for months she had thought of nothing else but how dear the cost to wed John Ross would be. The truth was, for a good many months, she had thought of nothing save how very, very much she wished to become John’s wife and to bear his children.

Betsy Griscom had known John Ross since she was a girl of twelve, the year she left Friends School and began her apprenticeship at William Webster’s Upholstery Shop. John Ross, son of a clergyman who was not a Quaker, and a few years older than Betsy, was already apprenticed to Mr. Webster. From the start, the two young people had gravitated toward one another. John had been kind and helpful to the shy Quaker girl whose remarkable talent with a needle and thread had astonished everyone.

John Ross had never once taunted Betsy for thinking she could compete in what was generally considered a man’s trade. But then it had never occurred to Betsy that any occupation would be closed to her. Quakers believed that men and women were equal in all ways; that no person, regardless of gender or rank, was superior to another. It was that particular belief that had brought Quakers to the New World in the first place. Quaker men did not remove their hats or bow down to anyone, not even a king; an act in England that was perceived by royalty as treasonous. 

Yet it was another Quaker belief that had lately begun to gnaw at Betsy, namely, that for Quakers there was no actual marriage ceremony, or prescribed wedding vows. Quakers did not observe rituals of any sort. When a couple wished to marry, all that was required of them was to profess their love for one another before witnesses, and thereafter, in the eyes of God and the world, they were husband and wife. If that were the case, Betsy reasoned now, then she and John Ross were already married. Had they not more than once professed their love for one another . . . before witnesses? Their employer William Webster knew of their abiding love for one another. Their friends knew how deeply they cared. At picnics and other social gatherings, which she and John Ross had attended together, they were often teased about being sweet on each another. 

Betsy sighed. For her parents to refuse to give them leave to marry was simply not fair. It was true that John would never pass the rigid tests and disciplines required by The Society of Friends. Those Quaker men charged with the task of investigating the prospective bridegroom would most certainly declare John Ross unfit, given the fact that both his father and grandfather had been ministers of another faith.

But they loved one another. So, why, Betsy wondered now, did her mother also not recognize that, in accordance with their strict Quaker beliefs and in the eyes of God, she was not already wed to John Ross?

* * *
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WEBSTER’S UPHOLSTERY Shop, October 1773 

“There is a public dance tonight at the Aubrey House Inn, Betsy,” John Ross whispered as the pair of them worked side-by-side stretching a square of burgundy damask over the seat of a heavy mahogany chair.

Betsy kept her eyes on her work. “I had meant to learn ten new French words tonight, John.”

“You are far too studious, Betsy.”

“Perhaps, I am; but as you well know Mr. Webster is scarcely able to converse with the immigrants. One of us should be able to speak French. I already know a good many German words,” she added. Already the largest city in the colonies, Philadelphia expanded weekly as boatloads of new settlers arrived from France, Germany and many other European countries.

John, a handsome young man with dark brown hair and brown eyes, grinned. “I meant to teach you ten new dance steps tonight.”

Betsy blushed prettily. “I am uncertain if I could sneak out again tonight, John. The last time we attended a dance together I was staying the night with my sister Sarah.” In a softer tone, she added, “Mother is pressing me to cease seeing you altogether.”

John’s head jerked up. “You’ve reached yer majority, Betsy. You are yer own woman now.” His eyes began to twinkle. “Oh, botheration. I know very well ye’ll not heed a single thing yer mother says.”  

Betsy’s lips twitched. John Ross knew her very well. 

“What are the pair o’ you a-whisperin’ about now?” William Webster strode into the cluttered workroom of his busy upholstery shop. The white-haired man, who always looked as if he slept in his clothes, stood with arms akimbo as he observed his young apprentices. “I for one will be relieved when you two tie the knot, although I’ll not want to lose you, Betsy, when ye become . . . that is, the day ye announce ye’re . . .” the elderly man grew flustered at the direction of his own thoughts. Clearing his throat, he said gruffly, “I’ll need ye to deliver those chairs tonight, John. Plenty more work to be done a‘fore this day ends.” Turning, he disappeared into another chamber.

John glanced over his shoulder as if to confirm that their employer had indeed exited the workroom. “There’s yer excuse to be getting home late tonight, love. We’ve three more chairs that must be upholstered before morning.”

“Oh, John, you know I dislike telling falsehoods.”

“But, I’ll wager ye like dancin’ with me a good deal more than ye dislike fibbin’ to yer mum.”

Betsy grinned. “You know me too well, John Ross.”

His grin turned wicked. “Not well enough.”  

“Jo-h-n!” Betsy scolded, her blue eyes widening. After a pause, she said, “Very well, I shall send a note ‘round. But, for a certainty, I must be home by ten of the clock.”

“Which will give me a good two hours to enjoy holdin’ ye in my arms.”

Betsy’s lashes fluttered against her flushed cheeks. Two delightful hours spent in John Ross’s arms was well worth the discomfort of deceiving her mother.

* * * 
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THAT NIGHT A HUGE HARVEST moon hung low in the sky. The golden orb cast long shadows across the tree-shrouded lane as hand-in-hand Betsy Griscom and John Ross hastened toward their destination, a good half hour’s walk beyond Philadelphia on King’s Highway. On the way they passed several taverns, each ablaze with light as both travelers and local patrons alike flocked to the establishments to enjoy the delicious food and free-flowing ale. 

In 1773 Pennsylvania inns were generally two-storied affairs, most built of stone with a porch across the front and two doors, one giving on to the taproom, the other leading to the living quarters of the proprietor’s family. Sleeping chambers for travelers were located on the second floor. Although most roads in all thirteen colonies were still rough and unpaved, traveling in “stages” where one covered a certain distance of one’s journey, then changed horses for the next stage, was becoming commonplace. These days, one often saw “stage-coaches” tooling up and down King’s Highway, which was the quickest and straightest route from Philadelphia to New York. Twice that night Betsy and John had to hug the outside of the dusty road in order to allow a stagecoach pulled by six large horses to rumble past.

“Perhaps we will take a stage-coach journey one day,” John said.

“Where shall we go?”

“Anywhere you like. Perhaps New York City or Brook Land Heights. Perhaps we’ll journey up to Canada. Now that the Indian wars are over, a trip up north should be safe enough. Would you like that?”

“I would like going anywhere with you, John.”  

Upon reaching the busy Aubrey House Inn, but before advancing up the narrow stairs to the second floor where a spacious room, typically used for political meetings, wedding feasts, and tonight, a public dance, was located, Betsy and John paused in the common room where John purchased them each mugs of small ale and half servings of shepherd’s pie. The sounds of music and laughter drifting down from overhead caused them both to eat quickly.

Once above stairs, John wasted no time pulling Betsy onto the dance floor where amidst the chatter and gay laughter, dozens of couples were performing a lively contredanse. Those who were not dancing stood on the sidelines clapping their hands together. Because Betsy was not yet a proficient dancer, she had to concentrate to keep up with John, who was both nimble on his feet as well as musical. He often made up words to the music and, to Betsy’s delight, sang his impromptu ditties to her.

“My sweet Betsy is the prettiest girl here; her eyes are blue and her lips are rosy; had I a fistful of daisies, I’d give her a posy!”

Betsy laughed gaily. To be with John, away from the shop always lightened her heart. With John she felt happier than she’d ever felt in her life. She trusted him completely and knew that he would never do anything to hurt her, nor would he allow any harm to come to her. 

After dancing non-stop for close on an hour, Betsy begged exhaustion and gratefully allowed John to lead her to a row of ladder-backed chairs positioned beneath the opened windows where wafts of cool air drifted in from outdoors. 

“How about another mug of ale, love? I daresay I could do with a dram.” 

Betsy nodded assent and watched as her handsome escort disappeared into the crowd of young people milling about on the edge of the dance floor. Other girls were also seated beneath the windows awaiting their beaus to bring them refreshments. Nearby, the deep-timbered voices of a knot of young men drew Betsy’s attention. Fanning her flushed cheeks with a hand, she began to listen when phrases like “the demmed tea tax” and “hung in effigy” reached her ears.

Her brow furrowed when she heard one fellow declare, “These days Lobsterbacks ‘er swarmin’ all over Boston!”

“Why, only last week, a hundred or more British soldiers marched bold as you please off a ship anchored in Boston harbor,” said another.

It quite surprised Betsy when John, carrying pewter mugs of ale in each hand, paused to speak to them.

“What were you and those young fellows talking about?” she asked when John returned and handed her a mug.

“The rebellion in New England,” he said before tipping up his mug. 

Betsy’s gaze grew troubled. “I shouldn’t want something like that dreadful Boston Massacre to happen here.” 

“Don’t fret, love.” John grinned. “I’ll protect you.”

Betsy’s pretty face relaxed into a smile. “I know you will, John.”

On their way home that night, John slowed his pace more than once to draw Betsy close for a kiss. As his kisses deepened, both his, and her, breath grew short. 

“John.” She turned her head away. “We mustn’t.”

“I’m on fire for you, Betsy,” he gasped, burying his nose in her thick chestnut curls. “Sometimes at the shop, it’s all I can do to keep from kissing you then and there; Mr. Webster be dammed.”

“I feel the same about you, John.” Although it wasn’t what she really wanted to do, she pulled from John’s embrace and urged him back onto the road toward town.

“Perhaps it would make the waiting easier if we . . .” He turned to gaze into her deeply troubled eyes. “What are we waiting for, Betsy? I see no reason why we shouldn’t get married right now!”

“Now, John?” It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that according to her Quaker beliefs they were already married.

“I doubt we’ll ever gain your parent’s blessing. We’ve wasted too much precious time as it is. We should do as your parents did and elope.”

“If we did throw caution to the wind and married now, where would we live? I shouldn’t want us to begin our married life living with your sister and her husband, and I couldn’t ask Sarah . . .”

“I’ve some money tucked away. There’s a little house for rent on Mulberry Street, not far from Webster’s shop.” His tone grew excited. “I’ve been thinking, Betsy. Once we marry and have our own place, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t open up our own upholstery shop. With my skill and your talent, why, we’d be successful in no time. What say ye?” He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

“Perhaps we should wait a bit, John . . . I-I mean, it would take a great deal of money to start our own business. We’d need so much . . . needlework supplies and trim and a vast quantity of fabric and . . .”

“I’ll wager yer Uncle Abel would extend us credit. He and his partner Mr. Drinker import fabric from all over the world. One shipment and we’d be in business.”

Betsy chewed on her lower lip. She’d often thought the two of them might one day own their own upholstery business, but . . . now? So soon after they married? “I-I don’t know, John.”

“Promise me you’ll think on it. And ye’ll also think about us eloping. I don’t know what your Quaker Bible says about marriage, but mine says it’s better to marry than to burn and . . . I’m burning up for you, Betsy. I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”

* * *
[image: image]


LATE OCTOBER 1773 - Webster’s Upholstery Shop

“There’ll be trouble if yer Uncle Abel’s ship docks in Philadelphia, Betsy. I believe it’s my duty to warn him.”

“I don’t understand, John. How can you know such things?”

The hour was late and Mr. Webster was above stairs taking supper with his wife, leaving his apprentices in the workroom to complete the tasks they’d been assigned for the day; Betsy stitching gold braid onto a pair of velvet draperies, John tacking canvas backing onto a sofa he meant to upholster the following day. Because they were alone in the rear of the shop, the two felt free to converse in normal tones.

“Don’t ask me how I know, love.”

“You’ve never before kept secrets from me, John.”

He pulled a printed handbill from the pocket of his breeches and handed it to her. “Here. You can see for yourself.”

Betsy’s curious gaze scanned the page. “It says Captain Ayers will be tarred and feathered if he lands the Polly in Philadelphia.” Her face a question, she looked up. “What does it mean, John? Why would he . . .?” 

“The Polly is carrying tea, Betsy. British tea. And it’s consigned to James and Drinker, Importers. If I warned your uncle, perhaps he could get word to Captain Ayers to dock the ship downriver instead of sailing up the Delaware to Philadelphia.”

“But, cannot Uncle Abel also read this?” 

“The handbills are not to be widely distributed. A protest is planned.”

“A protest?” Betsy murmured. “John, you are frightening me.” 

He continued to work. “I know how you feel about war and fighting, Betsy, but colonists will not allow England to impose injustices on them forever. You are aware of the rebellion in New England. Whether Philadelphia Quakers like it or not, war will soon reach our doorsteps.”

Betsy did not reply. It was true; Quakers did not believe in raising arms, and certainly not in war or fighting. Still, Betsy knew of the heated debates going on now between the colonies and the king, about the hated Stamp Act in which Parliament had imposed a tax on every sheet of paper the colonists used for wills, deeds, books and newspapers, even for playing cards. The crown had also heavily taxed other commodities the colonists imported such as molasses, glass, lead, paint, and of course, tea. To be honest, she did not believe it was right, or fair, for the king to impose severe penalties on the colonists simply for wanting to live as freely as English citizens did in England. 

“Betsy,” John’s voice cut into her reverie. “There are hundreds of British soldiers already garrisoned in Boston; even the governor of Massachusetts is loyal to the king. They say British soldiers are freely entering colonist’s homes up north and seizing whatever they want. Where will the tyranny end, Betsy?”

“Oh, John, I cannot bear to think on it!” Betsy dropped her needle and covered her face with her hands. 

John flew to her side. On his knees before her, he cupped her tear-stained face in his hands. “I’ll never let anything happen to you, Betsy. I promise I will always be here to take care of you.”

Betsy flung her arms around his neck. “But how can you stop the British from coming here, John?” 

“Since Quakers refuse to fight,” he spoke into her hair, “your family and others like them will be safe from the British. It is only we rebel Patriots who will be hanged for treason.” 

“But you are a Patriot.” She drew away, her blue eyes moist with tears.

He nodded. “And I hope my wife, my future wife, will understand that I must fight for the freedom of every single colonist in the country, whether they be Patriot or Quaker.”

Betsy sniffed back her tears. “I do understand, John. Truly, I do. And I do not wish to spend another day, or night, apart from you. I love you with all my heart, and more than anything, I want to become your wife and . . . and to help you fight your battles. I will marry you, John Ross,” she said decisively. “I will marry you now.”

* * *
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NOVEMBER 4, 1773, PHILADELPHIA

Crossing the broad Delaware River could be hazardous at any time of year but it was especially hazardous in winter. Tidal currents were strong, at times running over two knots. Even a moderate wind could whip up nasty waves which when they crashed down onto a small skiff could easily sink it, or at the very least, send up an icy spray that quickly drenched the vessel’s occupants.

“I had hoped we might leave work in time to catch Cooper’s last ferry this evening,” John told his pretty little wife-to-be, the pair huddled together on a backless bench of the small fishing boat John had hired to row them across the mile-wide river on that chilly November night.

“No matter, John, I can already see land.” Betsy’s long gaze scanned the horizon. “We’ll make it across in no time.” She tugged her worn cloak tighter about her shoulders as a brisk wind churned up the dark water.

John snuggled closer to her. “So long as we don’t get drenched and the marriage license in my pocket ruined.”

“Perhaps I should hold on to it.”

“I’m the man.” John grinned. “I’ll keep our marriage license safe, just as I’ll keep you safe.” His arm tightened about her shoulders as the small boat dipped perilously close to the choppy black water.

Upon reaching shore, John and the other man dragged the small boat onto dry land. Once John paid the fisherman, he and Betsy trudged up the slippery slope to Hugg’s Tavern located near the waterfront of the neighboring colony of New Jersey. John’s friend, William Hugg, Jr., proprietor of the tidy tavern, had Justice of the Peace James Bowman waiting inside to marry the couple. Once there, John handed over the required ten shillings for Bowman’s services then, he and Hugg, as his witness, signed the surety bond declaring to the officials of the province of New Jersey that the proposed marriage was lawful, free of impediment and that both parties were of a legal age to marry.

While the men took care of business, Betsy glanced around the dimly lit tavern. Next to the bar stood a tall case clock that had only one hand. Betsy surmised the hour to be seven, but how many minutes past that it was impossible to tell. Suddenly, a serving wench burst into the common room from the kitchen, her hips swaying as she sashayed across the room balancing two platters of steaming hot food and freshly baked bread. The aroma of the bread tempted Betsy, who’d eaten next to nothing all day. The girl’s full breasts bounced as she advanced toward a table where two scrubby fishermen sat. Noticing the men’s leering grins, Betsy expected the girl would no doubt receive extra pennies for her trouble tonight. 

Standing before the hearth, her gloved hands clasped behind her back, Betsy inched closer to the crackling flames in an effort to warm her backside. A wave of sadness washed over her when she realized she was about to be married in a common tavern wearing no new finery and without her mother or sisters present, and carrying no flowers. But, that didn’t matter. She was a grown woman and she loved John Ross, and more than anything, she wanted to become his wife, to make a home for him and to bear his children. It was silly to put off their nuptials simply because her parents disapproved the match. 

On the other hand, John’s sister Joanna was sympathetic to their plight. As a wedding gift, she had given John enough money for the newly wed couple to spend their wedding night at the splendid new Wayfarer Inn located a few miles inland. Betsy had brought along her nightshift and hairbrush and before leaving work today, had sent a note to her mother telling her she would not be returning home tonight . . . and not to worry. Her parents would know soon enough that she and John Ross had married. Betsy had confided their plans to her older sister Sarah, who would relay the news to their parents on the morrow.
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CHAPTER 1
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THREE YEARS LATER

Philadelphia - January 1776

“There is nothing more necessary than good intelligence to frustrate a designing enemy, and nothing that requires greater pains to obtain.” . . . George Washington.

“Must you go out today, John?” Betsy Ross peered through the window of the small upholstery shop the young couple had established soon after they married. Snow mixed with ice blew in swirling funnels down the street. “The snow has turned to sleet. The streets are deserted.”

“I gave my word, love.” John shrugged into his great coat and dug into the pockets for the red woolen gloves Betsy had knitted him for Christmas. “If I don’t take my turn guarding the warehouse today, some other fellow will be obliged to go in my place.”

“But there’ll not be man nor beast abroad this afternoon.” Betsy turned from the window. “Do stay home with me, John. We can sit by the fire where it’s warm.”

“I’ll be home before ye know it, love.”

Betsy watched as John wound a woolen muffler around his neck and pulled his cap down over his ears. “I wonder why gentlemen do not wear pattens on their boots when they venture out into the snow. Although I suppose a gentleman would look silly wearing pattens on his shoes.”

His lips twitching, John dropped a kiss on his little wife’s flushed cheek. “My feet will be fine, love.” His dark eyes twinkled merrily as he pulled open the door of the shop. “And ye can warm up the rest of me tonight.”

“Do be careful, John. I shouldn’t want you to slip and fall to your death.”

Muffled sounds of his merry laughter drifted back to Betsy as he stepped from the snow-covered stoop onto the slippery walkway. She hurried to the window to rub a clean spot on the frosty windowpane in order to wave goodbye to her intrepid young husband as he passed beneath the window. At least he was only setting out to guard the warehouse filled with muskets and gunpowder; he wasn’t marching off to join the rebels in their fight for independence. Betsy didn’t know how she’d cope if, or when, that day came.  

She hadn’t drawn a peaceful breath since the war began last year in New England, with bloody battles at both Lexington and Concord. When news reached them of yet another battle fought near Boston, at a place called Breed’s Hill, and it was said the rebel troops lost simply because they ran out of gunpowder, local militias up and down the seaboard hastened to stockpile weaponry. Betsy’s husband John, a member of the local Citizen Guards in Philadelphia, had set out today to protect the Pennsylvania Militia’s valuable stash. Unfortunately for all Patriots, the newly formed Continental Congress had no money with which to provide General Washington’s hastily formed army with muskets or ammunition, or with tents, blankets, or even food. Betsy prayed daily that this wretched war with England would draw to a swift close, and that the fighting would never reach as far south as Philadelphia.

After watching John’s ghostly form disappear from sight, Betsy turned from the window. Although she couldn’t help worrying about him setting out in such foul weather, she knew he’d given his word to take a turn at guard duty today, and John Ross never went back on his word. It was one of the many things she loved about the responsible young man she’d married. 

Thus far, her life with John Ross had been all she could have hoped for. Despite the challenges they faced making a go of their upholstery business, they rarely disagreed. Real monetary success had not yet arrived, of course, since by the time they opened their shop doors, England had already cut off all trade with the colonies, meaning fabric and supplies were virtually impossible to come by. Still, when a customer brought in draperies or bed hangings to be mended, they praised the Lord and enjoyed completing the work together. Not for one minute did Betsy regret her decision to go against her Quaker faith, or defy her parents, in order to marry John Ross.

But she did regret not insisting he stay home with her this bitterly cold day! With no carts or horses able to navigate the icy streets, who would possibly attempt to steal heavy crates of muskets and gunpowder? 

Betsy managed to stay busy all afternoon tidying up the kitchen, mending a pair of John’s breeches and trying to keep the fire in the parlor going despite gusts of cold air seeping into the house. By evening, with the sleet and snow still falling, her worry escalated. John should have been home above an hour ago. If the weather weren’t so wretched, she’d walk down the hill to Dock Street to see what was keeping him. John was always punctual. He knew she worried. Growing hungry, Betsy nibbled on a wedge of bread, leaving plenty for John who would come home famished. He’d taken no food with him today. 

Suddenly, a rap at the door caused Betsy to spring from her chair in the back parlor and run through the darkened house to the shop door. Who could be calling? John had his own key and would let himself in. Jerking open the door, she was surprised to find fellow Guardsman Thomas Hull on the doorstep. She was about to invite the young man in out of the cold when the grim look on his face caused her breath to catch in her throat. 

“What is it, Tom?” 

For answer, he cast a troubled gaze over one shoulder. Wrapping her arms about herself, Betsy stepped onto the icy stoop to anxiously look past Tom. When she caught sight of two men struggling to carry another man prone between them, her heart plummeted to her feet. The trail of bright red blood dripping onto the stark white snow was clearly visible.  

“John!”   

“The warehouse exploded,” Tom said simply. “I heard the blast as I approached to take my turn at guard duty. Suddenly, the whole damn building burst into flames.”

“No-o!” Terror gripped Betsy as she clutched the doorjamb. “No!”

* * *
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ALTHOUGH BETSY KEPT a constant vigil at her husband’s bedside, dressing his many wounds, spooning warm broth into his mouth and doing all she could to lessen his pain, in a few short days her beloved John, his limp head cradled in her arms, drew his final breath. 

Two cold winter days later, Betsy, still numb with grief, followed behind the men who hefted John’s casket aloft and carried it to the graveyard adjacent to Christ Church on nearby Second Street. Standing next to John’s sister Joanna, Betsy’s eyes filled with tears as the church bells tolled a dull thud in her ears. Huddled together, they watched the men pitch clods of hard black earth onto the plain pine box containing John’s broken body. 

“How will I manage without him?” Betsy murmured through her tears.

“You will put your faith in God and know that He is watching over you. And John will also be watching.”

Alone now and a widow at four and twenty, Betsy Ross slowly returned to her home on Mulberry Street; her world and the life she had believed would go on forever, now taken from her forever. 
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CHAPTER 2
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THROUGHOUT THE BLUR of days that followed, ladies from Christ Church rapped at Betsy’s door bringing food and well wishes. Husbands were dispatched to the woodpile behind the Ross home to carry in logs for the fire, and to pump fresh water from the public well on the corner. Betsy scarcely knew when her visitors arrived, or when they departed. 

One day as she lay in bed, an insistent rap at the door roused her from a fitful slumber. When it appeared the caller would simply not leave, Betsy dragged herself to her feet and pulled a wrapper on over her nightshift. Not caring who’d come to call or what they wanted, she numbly crept down the stairs to peek from the front window. A small smile lifted the corners of her pale lips when she saw it was Sarah, the only member of her family brave enough to risk censure from the Quaker elders by coming to see her. Her older sister had stopped in regularly when Betsy was nursing John’s wounds. 

“I’ve brought food,” Sarah said as she entered the darkened house when Betsy finally pulled open the door. Though the sisters resembled one another, Sarah’s light brown hair and blue eyes seemed insipid next to Betsy’s vibrant coloring. Sarah, wearing a tattered gray cloak over her traditional Hodden gray gown, walked briskly through the shop to the parlor. “I’ll wager you’ve not been eating properly, if at all.” The sound of Sarah’s voice diminished as she hurried through the tall, narrow house. 

Like most dwellings on Mulberry Street, the ground floor of Betsy’s home contained only two rooms; the one facing the street served as the shop while the rear chamber with an adjacent pantry was the family’s private parlor. John had painted the walls of both rooms a cheery lemon yellow and in the early days of their marriage, Betsy kept the planked wooden floors shiny with beeswax. At one end of the parlor stood a fireplace framed with pretty blue and white Dutch tiles. A small drop-leaf table and chairs sat pushed against the sidewall; a cupboard holding pewter plates and Betsy’s precious china teacups rested against the back wall. On those rare occasions when Betsy and John had had a guest for dinner, the parlor also served as the dining chamber.  

Slumping onto the sofa before the hearth, Betsy didn’t notice that the fire consisted merely of a few charred logs resting upon a bed of white ash. She also did not notice Sarah setting out two bowls on the table or pulling open the lower drawer of the cupboard to retrieve a pair of spoons. 

“Have you tea made?” Sarah asked without looking up. “If not, I shall make some.” 

Dragging her wrapper closer about her body, Betsy muttered, “I have no tea. Nor any bread, or meat, for all that.”

Sarah’s brows snapped together. “You cannot continue on in this fashion, Betsy. I have decided it best that you come and live with me. I shall brook no objection.” She paused as if expecting to hear one. “So . . . there’s an end to it. After we eat, we shall gather up a few of your things and . . .”

“John would not want me to abandon the shop.” Betsy pushed aside the tangled chestnut curl that dangled over her brow.

“John also would not want you to perish from neglect.” Sarah gazed down upon her sister, her legs tucked beneath her body in an attempt to stay warm. “I daresay you have not brushed your hair in a sen’night.”

“I have no reason to brush my hair.”

Sarah bustled from the room. Betsy heard her footfalls ascending the steep stairs to her bedchamber in search of her hairbrush, she assumed. 

“There,” Sarah said minutes later, after she’d tugged the stiff bristles through her sister’s thick tresses. “At least you look a far sight better. Now, let’s get some food into your stomach.”

Betsy couldn’t recall when she’d last eaten. Or what she’d eaten. But, she admitted, the Brunswick stew and cornbread Sarah had brought tasted good. 

“It feels quite cold in here,” Sarah exclaimed moments after both girls had finished their meal and moved to the sofa. She directed a gaze toward the smoldering embers. “You need fresh logs for the fire, Betsy, and water with which to wash. You need help. If you refuse to live with me; then I shall come and stay with you a spell.” She held up a hand. “Just until you get back on your feet.”

“But what of William?”

“My husband has gone. After reading, nay devouring, the pamphlet everyone is reading now called Common Sense in which the author declares that: ‘the time for deliberation is over and action must now be taken,’ William answered a call for volunteers from a man named Henry Knox at an obscure fort somewhere up north called Ti . . . con-der . . . osa, or . . . oga; I am not certain which. At any rate, the rebels are attempting to cart the heavy artillery they confiscated from the British all the way from this fort-place down to Boston.” Sarah’s voice faltered. “It seems an impossible task to me and I cannot fathom William’s reason for wanting to assist. William is a Quaker. He will not fight.”

Sarah’s distress seemed to jerk Betsy from her own. She reached for her sister’s hand. “If William refuses to fight, he should remain safe, Sarah.” Her tone was gentle.

“I pray that will be the case.” Sarah sniffed. “Do forgive me, Betsy, I do not mean to diminish your loss.”

Betsy gazed into the sputtering flames. “Truth be told, I’ve come to realize that if John hadn’t died when he did that . . . he, too, would have marched off to join the fighting.” A rush of tears clouded her vision. “John believed so very strongly in the Patriot Cause.”

“As do we all,” Sarah murmured. “I expect that’s why William wants to assist.” After a pause, she said, “Even our parents are suffering from this wretched war. Father says the king is making it far too difficult for any of us to scratch out a living. I suppose the time has indeed come for us to declare our independence.” She turned a questioning gaze on Betsy. “But who shall we be if we are not English subjects? Who shall be our king? We’ve no royalty in the colonies.”

Betsy shifted on the sofa. “I suppose they’ll dig up some distant kin of a royal duke or earl and declare him king. Or . . .” she absently twisted a strand of chestnut hair, “. . . perhaps we shall become a different sort of nation, sovereign unto ourselves. At least . . . that is what . . .” her voice fell to barely above a whisper, “John used to say.” 

“Well, that seems a rather odd notion to me. How shall we get on without a king?”

Despite the pain still searing her heart, Betsy’s back straightened. “Perhaps His Excellency General Washington will become king and his wife Martha our queen. We already address her as Lady Washington.” Hearing echoes of John’s voice in her head fervently speaking of freedom and independence, her chin trembled. “John said that to declare our independence from the crown is a far sight better than to remain slaves to the King of England.” Repeating his words caused fresh anguish to grip her insides. “John says,” she faltered. “John said we could all be hung for treason if we refuse to obey Parliament’s laws, which . . . he says . . . said, are designed to keep us enslaved.”

Sarah gazed at her younger sister. “You seem to have quite a good grasp on the matter, Betsy.” 

“John had a good grasp.” Tears pooled in Betsy’s already red-rimmed eyes. “Oh, Sarah, how shall I go on without him?” 

Sarah drew her sister’s trembling body close. “Dear Betsy, I know how deeply you cared for John, but it has been weeks now since he perished. You really must give a thought to yourself and to your own future. Surely you do not mean to carry on your upholstery business without John. You are a woman; you cannot manage a business alone. And with goods so very scarce now . . . why, the shelves of the apothecary shop and the mercantile are very nearly empty. Only Loyalist merchants continue to prosper. God only knows from where they procure goods.”

Betsy sniffed back her tears. “John said Loyalists survive because they believe the crown has every right to levy taxes upon us. And since they openly pledge their allegiance to the king, they manage still to receive goods, although . . . not even John knew from where.”

“If our little army is not successful against the British soon, I fear we shall all be hanged as traitors to the crown. Is that how it is to end for us, I mean, for those of us who are not Loyalists?”

Betsy bit her lower lip before replying. Repeating John’s sentiments felt like ripping her heart from her chest, but somehow it . . . also made it seem as if he were . . . still here. “John said that since the king has never visited us, he has no idea how modern we’ve become, or that we’re quite capable of managing our own affairs.” Speaking his words aloud seemed to lift some of the cobwebs from her mind. “I, too, believe we can manage very well on our own.”

Sarah gazed raptly at her younger sister. “But would you fight for what you believe?”

Suddenly the words she’d just spoken, that she believed colonists could manage very well on their own, sent a fresh surge of strength through Betsy, as if John truly were right here, telling her she was strong, that she could go on, without him. 

Betsy slowly rose to her feet and reached for the poker. Prodding the remnants of the charred logs, she managed to coax one small flame to life. She watched the tiny orange finger of fire grow stronger and brighter, then, she leaned the poker back up against the bricks and returned to the sofa. “I believe I would fight, Sarah. In his own way, John was already fighting this war. He believed it was his duty to guard that warehouse full of muskets and ammunition so if the British marched this far south, our militiamen would have sufficient weapons on hand with which to fight. My John gave his life for the Patriot Cause, the same as if he were killed in a bloody battle in New England.” Fresh tears pooled in Betsy’s eyes. “Oh, Sarah, John is dead . . . what am I to do? Where am I to turn?”

Again, Sarah enfolded her sister’s trembling body in her arms. “I am alone now, too, Betsy, and I am also frightened. Please let me stay with you a spell; at least until William returns home.”

Betsy dried her tears. John’s sister Joanna was right. She had no choice but to trust that God and John were watching over her. As long as she remained in this house, John would be right here with her; and now God had sent Sarah to help steady her. She gave her sister a shaky smile. “Very well, Sarah. We shall help one another cope.”  

* * *
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IN FEBRUARY, NEWSPAPERS reported that skirmishes between the rebels and the British had been fought in several colonies fronting the Atlantic. Because Philadelphians hadn’t realized the rebellion had reached the southern colonies, they were surprised to learn that a battle at a place called Moore’s Creek Bridge had been fought in faraway North Carolina. They were also shocked to learn that Royal Governor Dunmore of Virginia had actually ordered colonists to set fire to the village of Norfolk when his demand for recruits and provisions for the British army went ignored by the Patriots! Clear to Betsy and Sarah now was that the entire country was at war and the fighting would not cease until the Continental Army declared victory. 

Every day, Betsy thanked God that Sarah was there to keep her company. And with each passing day, she felt her grief lessen and her thoughts return to the future. One bright sunny day she put a sign in the window stating that beyond upholstering chairs and sofas, and fashioning draperies and bed hangings, she also made ladies clothing. She fervently hoped the sign would bring in some much-needed new business. With John gone and the war escalating her ready cash was fast dwindling to nothing. Right after John was injured the landlord had graciously ceased to badger her about the back rent she owed, but she was now four months behind. She fully expected the man to come knocking on her door any day now.  

Helping the girls with the heavy chores was the young man Sarah’s husband had hired to lend a hand whilst he was away, a sixteen-year-old youth named Toby Grimes. Toby’s father was one of those zealous men who’d marched off to fight at the onset of the war, leaving behind a wife and four children. A responsible young man, it was clearly evident Toby was doing his best to care for his abandoned family. Every morning, he carted in fresh logs for Betsy’s kitchen fire, pumped water from the well, and performed other tasks deemed too arduous for the ladies. 

Twice each week on Market Day, Betsy and Sarah walked down Mulberry Street to the open-air stalls where they purchased fresh milk, meat, and produce from farmers who brought their goods into town to sell. One crisp morning in mid-March, excitement fairly crackled throughout the marketplace as everyone talked about how General Washington’s Patriot army had stormed Boston and successfully liberated the city! 

“My,” Betsy declared, her blue eyes glittering, “the sight of those redcoats scattering must have been marvelous to behold!” 

All around them cries of “The war is over!” and “Lobster-backs go home!” rang out. 

“Surely this means William will be coming home soon!” Sarah exclaimed. She and Betsy, both carrying parcels tucked beneath their arms, hurried back up Mulberry Street. “I expect I should get the house ready for him. Do not fret, Betsy, I shall continue to send Toby around to help you and I will also pay his wages. You will allow me to do that for you, will you not?” 

Betsy nodded absently. “Yes; thank you, Sarah.” Listening to talk of war just now had brought back images of that terrible night in January when the men brought John home. Those dark days after the explosion, she had been so busy tending his wounds she hadn’t thought to question him about the actual events of that night. What exactly had happened at the warehouse? Had someone overtaken John and set fire to the dozens of cases of gunpowder stored there? Why hadn’t the authorities come to question him the next day? And, why had nothing been said about the explosion since?

“I do not believe you’ve heard a single word I’ve said, Betsy. Is something troubling you?”

“I’ve been thinking about the events of that night.”

“What night?”

“The night of the explosion.” 

“Oh,” Sarah said. “I thought you had put all that behind you and were moving forward with your life. With the war over now, everything should return again to normal. I understand you are determined to carry on with your upholstery business, Betsy, you have always been quite headstrong.” 

“Indeed, I am headstrong. And I am determined to keep our shop doors open. But I also cannot help wondering about the events of that dreadful night. All I know is that Tom Hull said the warehouse suddenly burst into flames. Just now at the market, I overheard men talking about how British soldiers in the Massachusetts colony had learned where the rebels had stored their muskets and gunpowder and had broken in and stolen everything. Could not the same thing have happened here? Did British soldiers attempt to steal the weapons in the warehouse that night and John tried to stop them? John once said the British were offering gold to Loyalists in Massachusetts who sabotaged the Patriot Cause. The more I think on it, Sarah, the more I’m convinced that a Philadelphia Loyalist was responsible for the explosion; perhaps even rewarded, for setting that fire. Otherwise, why would the warehouse suddenly explode? What caused the explosion?” 

“Guns and ammunition were stored there,” Sarah said as if that were sufficient reason to explain an explosion.

“Gunpowder doesn’t just ignite on its own, not during a snowstorm inside a leaky old warehouse. What caused the building to suddenly burst into flames?” 

Sarah’s lips thinned. “You have been feeling so well lately, Betsy; please, can you not just let it be?” When her sister said nothing, she added, “Continuing to dwell on the accident will not bring John back. You are needlessly oversetting yourself.” 

Betsy was still deep in thought. “Perhaps I could inquire of the night watchman on duty that night. Perhaps he saw something, or even knows precisely what happened.”

“I cannot think that a good idea, Betsy. You simply must put that nasty business behind you. With the war over now, ladies will want to decorate their homes again. They’ll want new bed hangings, and bolsters, and draperies . . .” 

“But do you not think it odd that the authorities never launched an investigation? No one ever came to ask John what happened that night.”

“I expect an explosion at a munitions warehouse tells the entire story; an official inquiry was not deemed necessary.”

“But I need to know what happened,” Betsy insisted. “Surely a record exists somewhere telling which night watchman was on duty the night of the explosion.”

Later that day Betsy decided to consult with the girl’s Uncle Abel. As the respected proprietor of James and Drinker Importers, an inquiry from Abel James would be taken seriously. When she and John married, Uncle Abel had helped them acquire the fabric and supplies they needed in order to launch their upholstery business. If Uncle Abel informed Betsy that nothing was amiss that night, she would believe him. Uncle Abel didn’t lie.

A few days later, a message from Abel James arrived at Betsy’s shop. Sarah was above stairs gathering her things in preparation to return to her home that afternoon. Betsy hurriedly unfolded the note and after reading it, ran up the stairs and burst in upon her sister. 

“Listen to this, Sarah. Uncle Abel says that the constable did, indeed, recall who had been on duty at the wharf that night because the following morning the man’s frozen body was found floating in the Delaware River just below the Dock Street warehouse!” Betsy’s tone reverberated with agitation. “It was assumed the Watch had slipped on the ice and fallen into the river and was unable to climb out.”

Sarah did not look up from her task of folding up garments and neatly fitting them into an opened valise on the floor. “That sounds reasonable to me, Betsy. The cobbles were icy that night; if you recall, it was not only snowing, it was sleeting.” 

“I clearly recall that wretched night, Sarah. But this says nothing about why the warehouse suddenly burst into flames! What if the night watchman did not simply slip and fall into the river, what if he was pushed?” 

“Oh, Betsy.” Shaking her head, Sarah looked up. “Surely you do not believe the night watchman was murdered.”

“I do, indeed. I believe that both John and the night watchman were murdered. I believe someone deliberately set fire to the warehouse and in the doing, was seen by the Watch, and to protect himself from being apprehended, the perpetrator silenced the man. Permanently. Or perhaps, before he set the fire, he took the precaution of killing the night watchman and then he . . .”

“Oh, Betsy. Why can you not just let it be? If the authorities do not believe anything was amiss then why must you dredge it all up again?” 

“Because I am convinced that my John was murdered! I cannot let it go, Sarah.” Betsy began to pace back and forth between the makeshift bed upon which Sarah had slept and the curtained window in the spare room. “A crime was committed, Sarah; and I will not let it go unpunished! I will not!”
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CHAPTER 3
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BEYOND ASKING THE QUESTIONS she’d already asked, Betsy had no clue how to conduct an investigation. Where did one begin? Should she attempt to look for a suspect? How did one go about doing that? Of only one thing was she fairly certain. The motive was sabotage . . . unless; the explosion truly was an accident. But not for a minute did she believe that. Unfortunately, with Sarah now gone, she could not devote all day every day to her investigation since she also had to earn a living. Not only did she owe four months back rent on the shop but in the short time she and John were married, they’d racked up a mountain of debt with merchants all over town, including the apothecary who’d been kind enough to send over whatever medicines or ointments Betsy requested after John was injured. Somehow she had to climb her way out of debt and conduct an investigation. How to accomplish both gnawed at her both day and night. 

Thankfully, in the next few weeks, a slow but steady stream of work began to trickle in. But it took nearly every cent Betsy earned to purchase logs for the kitchen fire and food for the table. Whatever was left over she set aside to go toward paying off the back rent she owed. She was exceedingly grateful that Sarah continued to send Toby Grimes around. Being a petite person, Betsy found simply carrying logs into the house an arduous task. Without Toby’s help, she didn’t know how she’d cart them down the steep steps to the underground kitchen. 

In late April, in an effort to learn more about what was politically afoot in Philadelphia, perhaps even who was responsible for the warehouse explosion, Betsy decided to join a group called Fighting Quakers, composed mainly of people like herself, who for one reason or another had been read out of Meeting. Most members still clung to the traditional Quaker belief against fighting or bearing arms, but these particular men had declared that if necessary they would indeed sling a musket over a shoulder in order to fight for their rights as independent Americans. John had attended several meetings, but Betsy, fearing women would not be welcome, hadn’t gone with him. When John came home from the last meeting he attended saying that several young ladies with whom Betsy was acquainted had been there, she had planned to attend the next meeting with him. That time never came. Now, Betsy decided to join the rebel group; although she’d keep her decision to herself. Sarah would only scoff at her stubborn refusal to abandon her quest for the truth. 

Unfortunately at the first Fighting Quaker meeting Betsy attended, she learned only that, contrary to what many Philadelphians believed after the liberation of Boston, the war was far from over. Instead, the British evacuating that city merely left General Washington . . . who’d been awarded a gold medal for accomplishing
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