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THE INNOCENCE OF SARAH SMITH
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THE PRESUMPTION OF innocence has long stood as a tenet of jurisprudence, embraced since the fledgling days of recorded legal history. The belief that an individual is “innocent until proven guilty,” a cornerstone of due process, becomes problematic when treated as mutable. Just ask Elizabeth Emmerson, Rebekah Chamblit, Abiel Converse, Susanna Andrews, Mary Martin, or any of the other forty-six women convicted of infanticide in Puritan Massachusetts between 1670 and 1807, among them Sarah Smith.

Infanticide was not uncommon in the early colonies. A 1624 English statute, enacted by Massachusetts in 1692, made it a capital offense to conceal the birth and death of an illegitimate child. Not only was the act of concealment a crime in itself, but it also served as incriminating evidence. A conviction required no proof; the tiny soul, already all but forgotten, was merely presumed to have perished by unnatural means. In the absence of a solitary witness to attest to the newborn’s condition on the mother’s behalf, these women clung to the futile prospect of exoneration.

In retrospect, the ageless guardians of history may at times summon the living to redress an unanswered wrong.
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FIVE-FOOT-EIGHT, WITH waist-length honey-brown hair, blue eyes, and faded denims, Katie Day was the quintessential outdoor woman.

Slinging a backpack over her shoulder and draping a garment bag across her forearm, she closed the SUV’s liftgate and reached down for the overnighter resting on the stone path.

An exuberant shout broke the midmorning calm, drawing her attention and urging her to her feet. “Miss Day, let me help you with those!” 

Katie instantly recognized the raspy voice of a slender, bearded man who was waving frantically as he jogged down the street leading to the inn.

He came to a stop and, having regained his breath, said with a dash of whimsy, “It is still Miss Day?”

“It still is, Mr. Kelsy,” she replied with charming sarcasm. “It’s nice to see you again. Are you teaching Early American History these days?”

“I’m lecturing part-time. I currently direct the historical association in the village. As a matter of fact, we’ve completed renovations on the Frary home, and it will be open to the public in a few days,” he announced, motioning up the road toward the residence once owned by Katie’s ancestors.

Katie shrugged, awkwardly wrestling the strap of her daypack as it slid down her arm.

"Let me take that," Mr. Kelsy volunteered, noticing she was also struggling with the wardrobe bag as he lifted it from her.

“Has it been ten years already?” he quipped.

“I know. Crazy, isn’t it?” she said, as the two strolled side by side to the guesthouse’s welcoming portico. 

The Village Inn, dating back to the late 1800s, is a relatively new addition in the rich history of Deerfield. Upper and lower verandas adorn the front of the all-white, two-story structure. Adirondack chairs in a medley of colors invite guests to an afternoon cocktail in the warm sun. Strolling past the scent of pink lilacs lining a travertine walkway, passing through a quaint foyer beside a half dozen sketches of historical inns, and entering the main reception area, you feel yourself transported to an age when ‘Goodman’ was the way you addressed your neighbor, and religious values were deeply rooted.

Tucked in a far corner of the Jamestown Blue lobby, a stately nineteenth-century grandfather clock, crafted from Honduran mahogany, stands partially obscured by a large parlor palm. While the eyes of the hand-painted lunar dial on the antique clock’s face peek out furtively from behind the rhythmically sweeping hands, its inconspicuous position becomes apparent when the noon hour strikes. A young mother gently guides her daughter’s tiny fingers to the space on an oversized jigsaw puzzle where the piece she holds fits perfectly. Nearby, a casually dressed, middle-aged man sits in one of several French linen wingback chairs by the fireplace, intently studying the display of his laptop, oblivious to the surrounding activity.​
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MR. KELSY ROLLED A bellman’s cart out from the hall, and together they loaded it with Katie’s belongings.

“Thank you, Mr. Kelsy. Maybe we will have an opportunity to talk about those brutal exams of yours later.”

“I’ll accept that as a compliment, that I was simply doing my job,” he said with a polite nod, excusing himself.

Seeing no one at the counter, Katie gave the call bell a couple of brisk dings.

From an unseen alcove, a mellow voice echoed, “Good afternoon, Miss Day. It’s splendid to see you again. How are you?”

“Thank you, Helen. I’m well, but where are you, and how did you know it was me?” she replied.

Slight in stature, with short, swept-back silver hair, Helen emerged from a storage closet concealed behind a stack of unpacked office supplies. “Just doing some housekeeping,” she explained, combing her fingers through her silky strands. “Checking in for the class reunion? You’re quite early; it doesn’t officially begin for a couple of days. And the hint of lavender in your signature fragrance is a sure signal that Katie Day has arrived.”

“A dab every morning to start with a smile, and a lift to face what lies ahead," she said, tossing an exaggerated wink Helen's way.

Katie was an occasional dinner guest at the inn. Having developed an affection for the area and its rural charm during her years at the academy, she had recently relocated to the region.

“Yes, I decided it was better to stay here for the event. I’m meeting my former roommate, Amy Hansley. Well, now it’s Elsher. We were inseparable, but haven’t kept in close touch since her wedding. I thought this was the perfect chance for the two of us to spend a bit of time together and reconnect,” Katie said, signing the registration form.

“And how is your father? I’ve not seen him since you graduated,” Helen asked, eager for her response.

“Father is living his best life. He’s changed careers and decided to go back to teaching. I’ll tell him you were asking about him.”

“Oh, good. He and I always had such enjoyable conversations,” Helen said, delighted at the news. 

As she skimmed the reservation log, Helen asked, tongue-in-cheek, “Will room 24 be all right? I must warn you, there have been reports of mischievous activity there from time to time... if you dare.” 

“That’s fine. People used to say I was a bit prankish myself when I was here at school.”

In addition to attending the academy, Katie’s family descends from Samson and Mary Daniels Frary, founding settlers of the original seventeenth-century outpost in Deerfield, Massachusetts. Samson was killed during the infamous winter raid of 1704 by French troops and their Native allies, as was his granddaughter, Mercy Root. Mary was captured and died during the forced march to New France, now Canada. Three of their adult children were among the foray’s survivors. A framed memorial in the hallway leading to the restaurant commemorates the forty-seven colonists killed and one hundred twelve driven northward to Montreal, many of whom perished along the way.

“The dining area will be opening in a few minutes if you’re interested in a bite to eat,” informed Helen.

“Thank you. I just may do that. Oh, can I get help with my bags?”

“Of course,” Helen said. “You wait here. I’ll find someone to assist you.”

Helen returned, followed by one of the kitchen workers. “These three, ma’am?” he asked.

Katie nodded, and the young man disappeared down the hallway, trailing the luggage cart as he steered it for the elevator.

Leaning in slightly and whispering, Helen predicted, “He’ll be back.”

Something about Katie’s earrings caught the clerk’s attention. “Where did you get those?” she asked. “They’re beautiful!”

Katie instinctively reached up, pinching a stud between her thumb and forefinger.

“My grandmother gave me these when I graduated from the academy,” she proudly explained. “Her husband gave them to her on their fiftieth wedding anniversary.”

“Well, make sure you take good care of them. Those are irreplaceable.”

Katie reassured her, “You don’t have to worry. I only wear them on special occasions, and I catch myself checking that they’re both there without even realizing it.” A telling mannerism she was blind to.

Poking his head around the corner of the stairway behind the registration counter, the kitchen-porter-turned-bellboy sheepishly asked, “Uh, which room, ma’am?”

“Twenty-four,” Helen replied. Dangling the keys high, she then added, “You might need these.” 

The episode amused both women, prompting an exchange of comical grins.
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NUMBER 24 WAS THE FIRST suite to the left on the second floor. Katie crossed into a setting that remained true to the village’s historical character. The parlor was appointed with a Baroque chair, a William and Mary–style table, and a marble fireplace. A bookcase, containing writings by contemporary authors as well as works her forebears might have recognized, stood beside a restored secretary desk. Three paintings depicted two men in colonial waistcoats and a woman in a long formal gown, offering a glimpse into a bygone era. The adjoining bedroom boasted a king-size four-poster bed adorned with a floral-patterned quilt. The floral theme was tastefully echoed in the wallpaper and a sizeable area rug. 

Katie settled into a velvet loveseat, accented by hand-stitched needlepoint and carved cherry woodwork, in front of a large, fixed-pane window that provided a panoramic view of the old family homestead, an enduring witness to centuries of history.

Indeed, Benedict Arnold stopped at the tavern, a later addition to the house, in 1775 to acquire provisions for his expedition to Fort Ticonderoga. 

The snug settee extended a warm embrace to the weary guest, and before she knew it, she had sunk deeper into its serene comfort and drifted into a peaceful slumber.

And then there was Sarah Smith.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
( /7// ( 7/)////(‘(///(‘// //( /////// ( /////// ‘






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





