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“You will think me transported with enthusiasm, but I am not. I am well aware of the toil, and blood, and treasure, that it will cost us to maintain this declaration, and support and defend these States. Yet, through all the gloom, I can see the rays of ravishing light and glory. I can see that the end is more than worth all the means, and that prosperity will triumph in that day’s transaction, even although we should rue it, which I trust in God we shall not.”
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Book One

Our Lives, Our Fortunes and Our Sacred Honor



CHAPTER I

A Taste of Steel

A BRITISH DRUM STARTED a slow march cadence. Others joined in. The thudding spread across a broad front at the southeast end of the Charlestown peninsula.

For a moment the drums sounded abnormally loud in the hot summer air. There was a temporary lull in the crashing of the cannon from the Copp’s Hill battery in Boston across the Charles, and from the ships that had ringed the peninsula in order to rake it from all sides.

On Philip Kent’s left, a skinny black man with a squirrel gun grinned uneasily.

“Guess Tommy finished his dinner, all right.”

“Guess he did,” Philip said. Speaking was difficult. His throat was so parched he could barely whisper.

He twisted the ramrod twice more to seat the paper wad on top of the powder and the ball in the muzzle of his precious British-issue Brown Bess musket. He wished to God he could find a drink of water.

His stomach growled. Actually hurt from lack of food. All the rations he’d packed when they mustered in Cambridge at sunset last night were gone.

Besides that, he ached. My God, how he ached. All night long he’d labored with the other colonial soldiers on top of Breed’s Hill, digging a redoubt after the officers settled their argument about the exact wording of the orders. Were the men to fortify Breed’s Hill, of Bunker’s, which lay northwest toward the isthmus connecting the Charlestown peninsula with land more easily defensible?

Finally, an engineering officer named Gridley settled it. Breed’s. Concealed by darkness, the Americans dug their square fortification, almost a hundred and forty feet on a side, with an arrow-shaped redan jutting from its south side to overlook the sloping meadow that ran down to the Charles River.

The black man next to Philip in the redoubt had said his name was Salem Prince. Philip had no idea where he’d come from. But then, he didn’t know a fraction of the several hundred soldiers jammed down inside the dusty pit in the earth, where the temperature this blazing June afternoon had to be well above a hundred.

It was doubtful that the black man belonged to the Massachusetts regiments. Or the Connecticut forces under the old Indian fighter, Putnam, who were digging in behind them on a knoll on farmer Bunker’s property. The black man had simply appeared one moment when Philip was crouched down, head covered, as a cannon ball screamed over. The ball had blasted a crater into the hillside leading down to the Mystic River on the left of the redoubt. When Philip looked up, the black man stood at his left, running his hand up and down the muzzle of his antique squirrel gun and smiling shyly. Though the American army was a ragged one, the black was even more ragged. Probably he was a free man of color who had slipped out to the peninsula on his own accord. The army, such as it was, didn’t mind volunteers one bit.

Now Philip and Prince exchanged anxious glances. Both heard the drums. Both tried to shrug and grin cynically as if the sound didn’t matter. Both knew otherwise.

Philip was nearly as dark as Salem Prince by now. Dirt stained his skin, his knee breeches and patched hose and loose, sweat-sodden shirt. In the confusion of men running in and out of the redoubt, there was no way of telling to which unit a man belonged. Few wore uniforms.

But the ebb and flow was constant. New volunteers arrived. Other men sneaked away, using the moment when a cannon ball exploded and heads were covered to escape the hot, filthy fortification that somehow reminded Philip of a large, freshly dug grave.

The man on Philip’s right craned up on tiptoes, peered over the earthwork. Another cannon ball struck, and another. Closer. Clods of dirt showered down on Philip, who had shut his eyes.

But he couldn’t shut his ears. He heard the drum cadence growing louder.

A terrifying image swam in his thoughts. Bodies lying unidentified in this dirty, foul-odored pit. Christ, what if one of them should be his—?

Philip Kent, born near the village of Chavaniac, France, 1753. Died on a beautiful Saturday, the seventeenth of June, in the year 1775—

Anne—! he thought, anguished. Somehow, he would come through.

The drums thudded. Another cannon-crash shook the ground. At least they were getting accustomed to the roar of those iron monsters.

The American fortification had been dug by stealth, during the dark hours early on the seventeenth. The activity had been discovered by some sharp-eyed fellow aboard His Majesty’s Ship Lively. The first round thundered from the ship at about four in the morning.

Some of the green troops screamed in outright terror. Not long after, another ball blew off the head of a man named Pollard working outside the redoubt. The corpse tumbled into the damp grass in the first faint light of morning.

Pollard’s blood-gouting stump of a neck was a vivid warning—if one were really needed—prophesying what the day might bring to every man on Breed’s Hill.

As the hot morning wore on, the realization dawned that the British guns in the river and over in Boston weren’t angled properly to do much damage. Yet their incessant thunder had a power to rip the nerves and clutch the bowels with a universal message that could be seen on most every sweaty face:

Today I may die for daring to take up arms against His Majesty, King George III.

Now the cannonading increased again. Philip wanted to peek over the earthwork, see what he and his fellow soldiers would be confronting. For a moment he lacked the nerve. A shout brought him pivoting around:

“Oh, goddamn them shitting British—they’ve fired Charlestown.”

Even before Philip raised up to risk a look, he saw the smoke and flames. Under an intensified bombardment of red-hot ball mixed with carcasses that shattered on impact, releasing their oiled combustibles, fires were already burning on rooftops in the little waterside town of two or three hundred houses. The town’s frightened residents had already fled.

“The reinforcements have beached,” someone said.

“Royal Marines,” someone else added.

Another voice, shaky, put in, “The regulars have started up. Look—”

“Keep quiet so you can hear the command to fire!”

That hard, cracking voice belonged to the field commander, tall and graying Colonel Prescott of Pepperell. Through the tangle of men in the redoubt, Philip saw Prescott collapse a spyglass and head for the fortification’s single rear entrance. Just one means of escape for all these hundreds. What if the redoubt were overcome? He felt more and more like a man already interred.

Suddenly, he caught an excited murmur:

“Warren—it’s Dr. Warren—”

An exceedingly handsome and fair-haired man with musket and sword had just stalked into the redoubt. Dr. Joseph Warren, a Boston physician, was one of the prime movers of the patriot cause in Massachusetts. Philip had come to know Warren while working at the Edes and Gill printing house.

“Your servant, sir,” the unsmiling Warren said to Prescott.

Prescott seemed taken aback for a moment. Recovering, he spoke over the drumming and the cannon-fire:

“General Warren.” He saluted. “You’re entitled to take command.”

“No, Colonel, I’m here as a volunteer. My commission still exists only on paper, waiting to be signed. I’ll take my place with the others.”

Men nearby raised a brief cheer as the physician, a figure of supreme if sweaty elegance in his gold-fringed coat, walked through the dust to a position at the dugout earth wall. Prescott vanished at the redoubt’s narrow opening, to take charge at the breastwork which ran down the side of the hill on the left.

The drumming grew louder. I should look at the enemy, Philip thought.

Just then, Warren spotted him. The physician hurried over, managing a smile:

“Kent?” He extended his hand.

“Yes, Dr. Warren, good afternoon.”

“I hardly recognized you.”

“The work in here has been a mite dirty.”

“But well done, that’s plain. So you’re serving—”

“We all must, I guess.”

“I hear you’ve a new wife. Lawyer Ware’s daughter.”

“Yes, sir, we were married a month ago. Anne’s living in rented rooms in Watertown. Her father, too.”

“Well,” said Warren, “if we give Tommy a sharp fight, you’ll get back to see her soon.”

With a wave, the doctor returned to his place at the wall. His presence still produced gapes and admiring stares. Warren was one of the most important leaders of the rebel cause. In concert with John Hancock, the Adams cousins, Samuel and John, the silversmith Paul Revere and others, he had been instrumental in pushing the Americans of Massachusetts to armed confrontation with the British. That a man of such prestige and position would come to this potential death trap to fight like an ordinary soldier seemed to have a heartening effect on those in the redoubt. It certainly did on Philip Kent.

What time was it? About three o’clock, he guessed from the angle of the sun. Despite the almost incessant pounding of the cannon, he stood up on tiptoe to look out toward Morton’s Hill and see the challenge facing them this afternoon.

He gasped when he saw the red lines advancing across virtually the entire peninsula. His hand closed around the muzzle of his Brown Bess. His palm sweated, cold.

Scarlet. Everywhere, scarlet. A thousand or two thousand British soldiers at least. And the American forces must have shrunk to half that number by now.

The British advanced in orderly fashion, climbing stone walls, slipping past trees, maintaining perfect marching order. Their flags snapped in the sultry summer wind.

It was a parade march. Slow; steady. A march to the drumbeats that thudded between cannon bursts. The soldiers formed long scarlet lines stretching to the Mystic River. Company flanking company, they were marching against the redoubt; against the breastwork; and, further down, against the hastily erected rail fence where straw had been piled to stop musket balls. Still further down, more companies were advancing against the stone wall erected hastily between the fence and the river’s edge. Behind the various fortifications, shabbily dressed colonials waited.

Philip turned in another direction, surveying the entire scene. Across the Charles River in Boston town, thousands of people watched from windows and roof-tops as white blooms puffed from the muzzles of the Copp’s Hill battery.

Almost hypnotically, Philip’s eye was drawn back to the lines advancing up the hillside. Someone had said the troops were personally commanded by Major General Sir William Howe, one of the three officers of like rank who’d arrived in mid-May to bolster the command of General Thomas Gage.

“No firing,” an officer shouted from the redoubt’s far side. “Hold fire until you hear the signal. Let the bastards get close enough so your muskets can reach ’em.”

It would take forever, Philip thought.

He counted ten companies across the broad British front. And ten more immediately behind. Hundreds and hundreds of red-coated men laboring in slow step. A scarlet wall. Coming on—

Sweat rivered down his chest under his soggy shirt, so he knew what the British must be feeling, stifled in their red wool and burdened with packs containing full rations, blankets—a staggering weight. Yet they continued to march steadily, breaking cadence only to climb over or go around obstacles. Philip began to discern features. A large scar on a man’s chin. Bushy, copper-colored brows. Sweat-bright cheeks.

“Hold fire,” came the order again. “Prescott will give the word.”

Swallowing, Philip rested his Brown Bess on the lip of the earthwork. The black man, Salem Prince, and the others took up similar positions. Down on the left, Philip glimpsed Prescott in the blowing cannon smoke. The colonel was striding back and forth behind the breastwork, ducking only when a ball whizzed over and crashed.

The drums throbbed. Philip recognized the uniforms of the crack troops marching up to crush the Americans who had been unwise enough to fortify one of the two chief areas overlooking Boston. In addition to regular infantry, the British barges had brought over the pride of their fighting forces—the light infantry and grenadier companies of various regiments. From behind the marching assault troops, small fieldpieces banged occasionally.

What terrified Philip Kent most was the determined, ceaseless forward flow of the soldiers. And, on the ends of their muskets, glittering steel—

The steel of bayonets.

Hardly an American on Breed’s or Bunker’s Hill had that kind of deadly instrument affixed to the end of his weapon. The colonials held the bayonet in contempt. Philip wondered now whether that attitude wasn’t foolish—

After the first outbreak of fighting at Lexington and Concord in April, Philip had been among the hundreds of militiamen who had harried the shattered, astonished British expeditionary force all the way back to Boston, pinking at the lobsterbacks from behind stone walls, watching them drop one by one, the ranks decimated by a disorganized but deadly attack to which the British were not accustomed. Afterward, the Americans had been jubilant; supremely confident. Who needed precise formations and steel when a colonial’s sharp eye aimed a musket?

Today it might be different. Up the hill came the world’s finest military organization. Orderly. Fully armed and moving steadily, steadily higher toward the redoubt, and across swampy lower ground toward the rail fence, the stone wall—

If we have to go against those bayonets, Philip thought, we’re done.
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“Godamighty, when they gonna let us shoot?” raged Salem Prince. Philip wondered the same thing. But again the order was passed by the officers:

“Colonel Prescott says no firing until you can look them in the eye and see the white.”

Slowly, inexorably, the grenadiers and light infantry climbed through the long grass. Philip wiped his forehead. For a moment he felt faint.

He hadn’t slept all the long night. He was exhausted; starved. This whole confrontation seemed futile. That the colonies he’d adopted as his homeland would dare to challenge the armed might of the greatest empire the world had known since Rome was—madness. No other word would fit.

He looked out again. Faces took on even greater detail. Fat and thin; sallow or ruddy; young men and old. Clearly now, he could see the whites of nervous eyes—

Down behind the breastwork on the left, muskets erupted in a sheet of oily smoke and fire. All along the British front, men began to fall.

“Fire!” someone yelled in the redoubt. Philip pointed his Brown Bess—the musket was too inaccurate for precise aiming—and pulled the trigger. A moment later, he watched a light infantryman in his twenties—no older than Philip himself—drop in the grass, writhing.

Like some great leaden scythe, the American fire cut down the lines of the attacking British. But they kept marching. Kept climbing—

Now entire ranks were down, men thrashing and screaming while their comrades from behind marched past them, stepping over them—on them when necessary. The men still on their feet fired their muskets and re-loaded as they marched.

Philip heard the British musket balls go hissing through the air over his head and smack the rear earth wall. In the redoubt too, men cried out—but very few compared to the numbers of red-clad grenadiers and light infantrymen dropping all across the peninsula.

The Americans re-loaded as fast as possible, with speed, great speed, and continued firing. Philip had no time to think of anything save the repetitive routine of powder and ball and paper. Load faster, the officers kept urging. Fire, goddamn it! Quickly, quickly—!

“Look at that, mister! Looky!” Salem Prince shouted. Philip glanced up.

The British companies had halted their climb. Front lines turned on command, broke, retreated. Went streaming back toward Morton’s Hill where they had eaten a leisurely lunch and smoked their pipes before beginning the assault.

In the redoubt, men started cheering. Philip didn’t join in. He licked his palm, scorched by the hot metal of his musket, then leaned on the inner wall, panting for air.

Again he wished for a drink of water. There was none. Overhead, visible through the smoke that had thickened considerably, the sun broiled. With numbed fingers Philip checked his powder horn.

He’d loaded and fired so often, it was half empty. Others around him were grumbling over a similar lack.

“Hold your places,” came the command. “They won’t give up so easily.”

Philip closed his eyes, tried to rest. He didn’t want to die any more than the others did.

Near him, a Rhode Islander groveled in the dirt, gut-shot by a chance ball. A Massachusetts man was methodically relieving the wounded man of his musket, powder horn and crude wooden cartouche containing the precious wadding and ball.

The drumming had receded. But for how long?

The British would certainly try a new strategy next’ time, he felt. Advancing in perfect order, with perfect discipline, had given them command of the world’s battlefields. Today, that method of fighting had proved disastrous.

But whatever their strategy, if they ever reached the American lines with those bayonets—Philip tried not to think about it.
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After Concord, Philip Kent had experienced an almost euphoric joy that lasted several weeks.

The British had run—run—back to Boston. And an American army—ragtag, poorly organized, but still an army—had encircled the city where hostile attitudes between Crown and colony had built to the breaking point over a period of some ten years.

Once the siege lines were in place, the small local militia companies of the kind in which Philip had served in Concord were reorganized into larger state regiments. Similar home or state guard units from other colonies arrived, the whole being commanded somewhat haphazardly by old General Artemas Ward. Ward was lying abed in Cambridge this June afternoon, trying to manage the military force while the agony of a stone burned in his flabby body. The Massachusetts men on Breed’s Hill had volunteered to serve in the new regiments until the end of the year. The eight-month army, the officers called it. Not exactly with humor.

Other colonies sent reinforcements to Boston. Rhode Island and New Hampshire and Connecticut—Old Put, the Indian fighter, had brought in three thousand Connecticut men plus a herd of sheep for food. Meantime, matters political were directed from the temporary provincial capitol, Watertown. Cambridge served as army headquarters.

But control resided in Watertown. From there came the orders that sent Colonel Benedict Arnold of Connecticut westward in late April, to raise a new levy of Massachusetts men and join forces in early May with Ethan Allen, a rough-hewn fighting man from the Hampshire Grants. Allen led a contingent whose members styled themselves the Green Mountain Boys.

Continually wrangling over who had command of the expedition, Allen and Arnold still managed to surprise and force the surrender of the small garrison at Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain. Not much of a victory in military terms, the officers around Boston admitted. Hardly more than forty Britishers captured. The value of Ticonderoga lay in its supply of military stores, the most important being cannon.

No one knew for sure how many cannon. But the prospect of even a few pieces in patriot hands was considered a blessing.

To the accomplishment of routing royal troops at Lexington and Concord—or the crime, depending on a man’s political position—the colonials could now add the seizure of a royal fort and a quantity of royal artillery “in the name of Jehovah and the Continental Congress,” as Allen put it when presenting the surrender demand. It was doubtful that the second Continental Congress, commencing to sit in Philadelphia in May, was aware that Ticonderoga’s capture had been made in its name until one of the express riders pounding between the north and the Quaker City bore the surprising news. A rider making the return trip reported that the Congress intended to appoint a supreme commander to take charge of the Massachusetts siege.

But something far more important than military developments had contributed to Philip’s happiness that spring. Philip and the girl he’d courted, Anne Ware of Boston, had been married in late April, in a small Congregational church in Watertown. Anne’s father, a pop-eyed little lawyer who had written numerous essays supporting the patriot cause, gave the couple his grudging blessing. After all, Anne was already five months pregnant with Philip’s child.

Like so many young husbands and wives, Philip and Anne faced a cloudy future. Philip’s dream of establishing himself in the printing trade would have to wait until the armed struggle was resolved. It might end soon, in a truce; reconciliation along with redress of colonial grievances. Overtures in that direction were being considered by the Congress, Philip had heard.

But if firebrands like Samuel Adams had their way, the war could go on and on—a titanic struggle whose goal would be Adams’ own: complete independency for the thirteen colonies.

Re-loading his Brown Bess now, Philip could hardly believe that this corpse-littered battleground was the same pastoral peninsula where, back in September of ’73, he had clumsily tried to seduce Anne. It seemed unreal, all that long past with its beginnings in the French province of Auvergne, the trouble in England with the high-born Amberly family, Philip’s emigration to America and his work for the patriot printer, Ben Edes. Philip had come a long way in the rebel cause, from indifference to confusion to firm belief.

Still, a cause was one thing, reality another. He glanced up at the scorching sun behind the smoke, wiped his sticky forehead. He wanted to live. He wanted to see Anne again; see their child born whole and sound—

But he and Anne had agreed that he had to serve. In truth, Philip had been the first to raise the issue—at the same time he announced his decision. He was committed to the cause. Anne had fired him with her own zeal. So when he told her he would henceforth be living in the military barracks hastily converted from buildings at Harvard College, she had nodded and kissed him gently, holding back her tears—

Last night, around six, Reverend Langdon, the president of the college, had prayed for the men who mustered in Harvard Yard, bound for the Charlestown peninsula. The move was designed to counteract a British attempt to fortify the Dorchester Heights, rumored to have been scheduled for Sunday, June eighteenth.

With blankets, one day’s provisions and entrenching tools, the Americans—no more than a thousand, Philip guessed—had marched into the darkness, leaving General Ward groaning in bed, and Reverend Langdon seeing to the loading of wagons that would carry the precious volumes of the Harvard library to safety in Andover. If the British ever stopped hesitating and moved out of Boston in massive numbers, those books could be burned—destroyed—just like Charlestown this afternoon—

On Breed’s Hill, Philip felt none of the exuberant confidence he’d enjoyed in the days following the skirmish at Concord.

Wounded men moaned in the redoubt. Philip looked around as Salem Prince said quietly, “They coming again.”

Philip closed his eyes and drew a deep breath of the fetid air. Prince was right.

He heard the drums.
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The second attack was much like the first. Stupid on the part of the British, Philip thought. He and the others fired and fired and fired again. The withering flame that leaped outward from the American muskets devastated the steadily advancing soldiers a second time. Sent the survivors into retreat a second time. Now the colonials had real cause for cheering—

But it was short-lived:

“I’ve only powder for two or three more shots,” Philip said to the black man after the second charge had fallen back. The smoke in the redoubt was thicker than ever.

“You better off ’n I am,” the black said, up-ending his empty powder horn. “Ball almost gone, too.”

A passing officer spun on them. “If you have powder, fire anything you can find. Rocks—or this.” He snatched up a bent nail left over from the erection of the redoubt’s timberwork. He disappeared in the smoke, leaving Philip to stare in dismay at the nail.

How late was it? Four-thirty? Five? Philip peered over the earthwork, saw hundreds of fallen grenadiers and light infantrymen, flowers of scarlet wool and blood strewing the hillside. He squinted through the acrid, choking clouds, hastily grabbed the black’s arm, pointed.

“General Howe, he finally got some brains,” the black observed. But his eyes were fearful.

The re-forming British ranks looked different. The soldiers were stripping themselves of their cumbersome packs and field gear. They tossed aside their mitre-like hats or bearskin caps. Threw off their white crossbelts, red uniform jackets—

Down the line, Dr. Warren was likewise discarding his fine coat. “I think they mean to break through this time,” he said. “Howe has all the powder he needs. He must know we’re running short.”

“Why the hell doesn’t someone send for more?” a man complained.

“Someone did,” Warren told him.

“Then where the hell is it?”

Warren shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps the message was intercepted.” His mouth twisted. “Or the messenger ran away. I’ve noticed that’s not unusual this afternoon—”

The drumbeats resumed. Philip swallowed, reloading.

The British marched up the hillside and across the swampy patches in front of the rail fence and stone wall. This time, they looked much grimmer. They stepped over their fallen comrades without glancing down, but the rage on their faces was obvious.

The soldiers kept coming, gaiters splashed with blood from the previous engagements. Up and down the line, the Americans began firing. For a few moments, it seemed as if the pattern of the first two assaults would be repeated. The front ranks faltered. Men stumbled, pitched over, shrieking—

The smoke in the redoubt was suffocating. It settled over Philip and the others like a pall. He was frightened out of his wits when he used his last powder to shoot the bent nail. The Brown Bess might explode—

It didn’t. But he couldn’t see whether he’d hit anyone.

Bayonets shining dully in the smoke, the British were halfway up the side of Breed’s Hill. Suddenly Philip heard a change in the level of sound—

Fewer and fewer American muskets were shooting. “Fire!” Colonel Prescott screamed, somewhere out of sight down on the left. Hoarse voices answered:

“Powder’s gone!”

Then Philip’s heart nearly stopped. The loud gulp of Salem Prince was audible too. They and the others still on their feet in the redoubt heard a dreadful new sound, almost like a mass chant on the other side of the earthwork. The British soldiers were calling encouragement to one another:

“Push on. Push on. Push on—”

Philip peered over the lip and knew what was coming: a direct breach of the redoubt. There was no longer enough firepower to repel the advance.

All at once a few British soldiers began to run toward the hill’s summit. Then more. Soon the whole front rank was charging, bayonets thrust out ahead. Salem Prince leaned his elbows on the little ledge to steady them, fired his last ball with powder he had borrowed from Philip. The ball drilled a round red hole in a portly sergeant’s forehead.

But they kept coming, on the run:

“Push on. Push on. Push on—”

In the last terrible seconds of waiting, Philip raised his Brown Bess like a club, grimly aware of its limitations as a weapon against bayonets. British discipline, instilled as a tradition not to be violated, had paid off after all. In the wake of two disastrous charges, they intended to make the third succeed:

“PUSH ON! PUSH ON!”

A bayonet flashed above Philip’s head. Musket clutched in both hands, he fended the downward thrust of the British light infantryman towering at the edge of the redoubt. Philip smashed the musket against the soldier’s left leg. The man pitched forward into the redoubt. His bayonet gored Salem Prince through the chest.

The black fell screaming. The British soldier floundered on top of him, struggling to rise. A bayonet raked Philip’s left shoulder from behind. He dodged away, raised his musket by the muzzle, struck the fallen soldier’s head once, twice, three times, panting as he hit. The soldier’s skull caved in. He collapsed across the dead black man.

But there were hundreds more of the soldiers jumping into the redoubt now, those murderous bayonets slashing and stabbing. In the smoke it was almost impossible to tell friend from foe. Philip heard an officer’s cry:

“Retreat! Retreat to Bunker’s! Abandon the redoubt—!”

Hysteria then Pandemonium.

Royal Marines who had reinforced the infantry regiments leaped into the redoubt, firing at close range. Philip kicked and clubbed his way toward the narrow entrance packed with frantic men. His chest hurt from breathing smoke. He coughed. His eyes streamed tears.

Another bayonet wielded by some phantom came tearing at his cheek. Philip kicked the unseen soldier, hit his calf, heard him curse. The bayonet slid by Philip’s shoulder and into the eye of a Rhode Islander behind him in the stampede. Blood gushed over Philip’s filthy neck, hot, ripe-smelling. He wanted to scream but he didn’t.

He saw Dr. Warren in the crush, brandishing a musket. Random sunlight made Warren’s face gleam like a medal for a moment. A bayonet speared Warren’s ribs. Then the doctor went rigid, as if a musket ball had hit him. Horrified, Philip watched the patriot leader disappear in the smoky carnage.

He fought ahead. Saw sunlight gleaming—the outer end of the entrance passage. He raised his Brown Bess horizontally, ducked and battered through, his only goal that patch of brilliant light beyond the earth walls.

His chest on fire from the smoke he’d inhaled, he broke out and began to run down through the orchard on the northwest slope of Breed’s Hill. From the redoubt he still heard screaming, muskets exploding, and the howls of the redcoats taking vengeance.
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The sun was dropping behind the smoke. It had to be almost six o’clock, Philip thought as he scrambled toward the top of Bunker’s Hill. There, Old Put’s men had dug another fortification—

Empty now.

Everywhere, the colonials were fleeing. Rushing toward the all-too-narrow strip of land that was the only escape route from the peninsula jutting into Boston harbor. Philip headed that way, running for his life because that was the order he heard yelled from all sides:

“Retreat, retreat!”

The Charlestown Neck proved almost impassable. Men shoulder to shoulder beat and clawed one another to gain a yard’s forward passage. Off in the Mystic River, the guns of Glasgow erupted. Cannon balls tore the Neck to pieces, shot up huge gouts of earth, blasted men to the ground. Philip felt something sticky strike him in the face. He glanced down, gagged. A hand blown from a body—

He wiped some of the blood away and struggled ahead, trying not to be sick.

Near him, a weary Rhode Islander shouted with false jubilation:

“I hear Tommy lost a thousand ’r more, and us but a hundred!”

It might be so, Philip thought, gouging and shoving his way over the perilously narrow piece of land. It might be so, but it was no American victory. Even if the British had paid with fifty times the number of dead, how could anyone call it a victory? Though the king’s troops had died by the score in the first two charges, they had broken through on the third—with those invincible bayonets that still blazed in Philip’s imagination—

All at once he felt totally discouraged, disheartened. Even more disheartened than he’d been during what was perhaps the lowest point in his life: the grim sea voyage on which his mother, Marie Charboneau, had died, and he had taken a new name before stepping foot on the shore of his adopted land. Years from now, Breed’s Hill might or might not be deemed a victory of sorts. But he saw it as a clear defeat.

As he ran on in the smoky sunset, glimpsing safe ground ahead at last, he knew that he and his wife and their unborn baby confronted a future that had become utterly bleak in a single afternoon’s two-hour engagement.

The thirteen colonies faced exactly the same future. At last, the might of Great Britain had asserted itself.

Very likely the king would spare nothing to bring the Americans to their knees with fire and steel; that terrible steel—

The struggle of the patriots could be very long.

And doomed.



CHAPTER II

Sermon Hill

“JUD DARLIN’?”

He reached across her naked hip for the jug of rum they’d shared. The cabin was warm this June evening, accentuating the woman’s smell: a faintly gamy combination of sweat and farm dirt that never failed to excite him. When he’d consumed sufficient rum.

“Jud?” she said again.

“What?”

“That all for tonight?”

“Not by a damn sight, my girl.”

He drank; emptied the jug. Dropped it and heard it thud on the dirt floor. He rolled toward her, stroking a moon-dappled patch of thigh. She guided his hand up her hard belly to one of her breasts. She laughed; a coarse, harlot’s laugh:

“Good. The old fool, he won’t be back till the cock crows, I bet. Means to show the gentry he’s doin’ his duty, ridin’ patrol with the best. If he only knowed he could meet some of the gentry right, in his own bed—!” She giggled.

“Lottie, stop talking so goddamned much.” He gave her a fierce kiss that was half passion, half punishment.

She complained that it hurt, shoved his exploring fingers away. The straw crunched as she shifted out of his grasp:

“You’re not treatin’ me proper this evening, Jud Fletcher. Like to took my head off with that kiss.”

“Sorry.”

He reached for the rum, remembered it was gone, swore softly. A ravening thirst still burned in him. But then, when didn’t it?

“That all you can say? Sorry?”

“What else should I say, Lottie? Conversation’s not one of your better skills, so let’s get down to the one in which you excel, shall we?”

Once more he reached out to touch her nakedness. His hand was moonlit for a moment. It was a strong young man’s hand with fine golden hairs downing the tanned back.

But he’d angered her:

“No, sir, I want to know where your head’s at tonight, Mr. Judson Fletcher.”

His laugh aped the crude guffaws heard at taverns, or around the gamecock ring. Like downing rum, that sort of laugh somehow came easy. He said:

“I’ll show you where it ought to be, honeylove—”

He bent his bare back, his mouth seeking. Again she struggled away. She was beginning to irritate him considerably.

Pettish, she said, “Listen, you yelled out somebody’s name last time.”

“Oh hell no I didn’t.”

“Yes you did, I heard it, right there at the end.”

“All right, I got plumb excited and yelled your name.”

“No, sir, Judson Fletcher, it wasn’t Mrs. Lottie Shaw you was yellin’ about—” Another laugh; vicious. “You were givin’ somebody else a hard ridin’ and I don’t take kindly to it.”

Furious, he wrenched away. He stood up, naked in the moonlight falling through the curtainless, glassless window of the crude little farm cabin. “For Christ’s sake, woman, you got what you want from me. What that old wreck your papa married you off to can’t deliver—”

“I want a little respect too,” the young woman whined. “A little feelin’—I don’t want somebody pokin’ around in me and callin’ out ‘Peggy, Peggy!’”

He seized her bare shoulder. “Shut your mouth, Lottie.”

“Leggo!” She writhed. “I heard it clear. ‘Peggy!’ Think I don’t know which Peggy that is?” She was growing shrill, matching his anger. “Think the whole damn county don’t know whose head you wisht you could put horns on—?”

He found the rum jug and hurled it at her half-seen form. She yelped, dodged away. Outside, her husband’s yellow hound began to bark.

Judson grabbed up his clothes, practically yanked them on. By then, Lottie Shaw had realized her error. She leaped naked through the patch of moon, doubled over in exaggerated penitence, pressed her cheek against his ribs as she clasped his waist. While stuffing his fine lace-fronted shirt into his pants, Judson gave her an elbow in the nose, not entirely by accident.

Lottie hung on. Judson’s blue eyes and fair, clubbed hair looked all afire in the light from the window. Lottie began to cry in earnest:

“Don’t get mad, darlin’. I spoke too sharp. Come on back and love me again—”

Judson leaned down toward her in the patch of moonlight, a tall, elegantly handsome young man with a long, sharp nose and just a slight softness at the edges of his mouth. His fingers closed on her muscled forearm. He looked like some avenging angel of scripture as he said quietly:

“You ever speak her name again in my presence—or if I ever hear of you speaking it to anyone, Lottie, I’ll come here and kill you. Now think about that.”

Pulling loose, he yanked on his boots of costly Russian leather, picked up his rich coat of dark green velvet and stalked out of the cabin.

He shied a stone at the yellow hound to drive him away, then pulled himself up on the beautiful roan he’d tethered to a low branch of a scrawny apple tree the farmer was trying to grow in his dooryard. Still shaking with anger, he galloped out the lane and turned into the road leading toward the Rappahannock, and home.

It was a fine, balmy evening in late June. He reached behind him, pried up the flap of his saddlebag, wiggled his fingers down inside, let out an oath. He was half drunk and wanted to be completely so. And he was out of rum.

Lottie Shaw was another kind of medicine he took on the sly. Tonight, by catching him when he’d accidentally cried her name, Lottie had gone dry on him too.

He cropped the roan without mercy, thundering down the dirt road in the sweet-smelling night because fleeing from the pain of having uttered Peggy’s name without thinking had plunged him into this star-hung dark and pain of a different sort, equally hurtful.
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Riding the roads of Caroline County, Virginia, always reminded him of his one best friend of boyhood. George Clark, the second of farmer John Clark’s six sons.

The bond between George and Judson had been a powerful one in the years when they were growing up together, even though George’s father was relatively poor, while Judson Fletcher’s was rich. Maybe the reason was simply that any human being of any age liked to find another who would act as pupil—and George Clark, though two years younger than his friend, had discovered early that Judson was something besides a typical tobacco planter’s son. In fact, Judson loathed Sermon Hill. He much preferred studying what George, a boy who had roamed the Virginia woodlands since he could toddle, taught so eagerly.

The geography of the heavens, for instance. Even swaying in the saddle, Judson could pick out the pole star, and the Cross.

In their days and nights of wandering the fields and forests together, George Clark had taught him many things. How to discover a fly-up-the-creek, the little green heron that hid for protection on river banks. How to find hives full of wild honey, and to tell which plants and berries were edible. How to look to the horizon and identify objects and details of terrain at twenty miles—or spot a nighthawk at dusk just on the other side of a meadow. Far sight, was George’s name for it. He developed it with practice. He would need it where he was going, he always said.

They’d traveled to fairs in Richmond, too. Spoken with rough, buckskin-clad men who carried long squirrel guns and claimed to have tramped the wild country west of the shimmering barrier of the Blue Ridge Mountains—the Blue Wall, Virginians called it. Out there, the long hunters remarked while spitting tobacco in a delightfully ill-mannered way, was a sea of forest and grass, sky and cloud. Enough animals to last a man a lifetime, whether he trapped and sold their pelts, or ate their flesh to survive, or both.

Three years ago, in 1772, Judson’s friend and mentor had disappeared out that way; crossed the Blue Wall. He seemed to have a courage Judson lacked.

Also, George Clark was not in love with a woman he couldn’t possibly win.

Twice in the intervening time, George had reappeared for brief visits at his parents’ home. On those occasions, Judson had been invited to share an evening meal—and George’s wondrous tales.

He described how he’d reached a raw frontier settlement that had grown up near Fort Pitt at the fork where two rivers flowed into one much larger one—the beautiful water, the red Indians called it. O-hi-o. La Belle Riviere, according to the French fur trappers.

George Clark had gone down this immense river. Taken to the poplar, as the companions with whom he traveled termed it. He’d journeyed a long way down the Ohio, through a vast, hushed wilderness, paddling in that sixty-foot hollowed poplar log marked with bloodstains and the grease of pelts.

On his second trip he’d traveled the river again. And wintered with a tribe of Indians called Mingos. He’d learned their tongue. He spoke glowingly of the gentle wisdom and forest skills of their old tribal leader, Logan.

It was difficult for Judson to absorb all the amazing detail of these narratives. But it wasn’t hard at all to be entranced; to have his imagination lifted, until his mind’s eye built an immense wooded kingdom where dark-skinned savages slipped silently along the game trails. A kingdom where a man could claim land if he wished it. Or simply find room to do as he pleased. To be what he was, not what someone else expected him to be.

The western forest was the only part of the continent for him, George Clark averred on those all-too-brief evenings before he vanished again, sterner-looking than he’d been in youth. Toughened now. Lean. He came and went across the Blue Wall like some red-haired ghost, and each short visit somehow freed Judson of the confinements of his own life—if only for a few hours.

The visits saddened him, too. Perhaps he belonged in the western forest. A great many bold, enterprising fellows were drifting that way, George said. Some families as well. More and more land companies were being formed to explore—and exploit—the vast wilderness. On occasion Judson thought that maybe he was a fool not to pack and follow his friend—

There was just one problem. Judson had inadvertently brought it up tonight, when he should have been murmuring Lottie Shaw’s name instead.

Judson saw George Clark’s face in his mind as he thundered the Virginia roads under soughing trees. The eyes of his friend never seemed at rest. They always seemed to be searching past a man’s shoulder—

For what? he wondered. Freedom? The constantly retreating horizon—?

“It’s that goddamned red hair,” Judson exclaimed thickly, just before a branch nearly took his head off. He straightened up again, reflecting that red hair was one painless way he rationalized George’s boldness. In the Clark family, it was said that red hair marked a man. Set him apart. Destined him for remarkable deeds. Of John Clark’s six sons, two had red hair. George Rogers, gone now three years, and the tad, William, still at the farm, only five.

Why in hell wasn’t I born with red hair? he thought fuzzily as he rode. It was certainly a convenient excuse to relieve misery of the sort he’d encountered in Lottie Shaw’s cabin. And the different kind of misery he found along the dark, earth-smelling roads. Roads alive with memories of the friend who possessed some intangible quality of which he, Judson Fletcher of Caroline County, Virginia, had been unjustly deprived.
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Judson had ridden the roan so hard, the animal’s flanks were lathering. A measure of sobriety returned when he noticed it. He reined in, dismounted at the roadside. He wandered aimlessly while the roan blew and stamped.

Judson belched, scratched his crotch under his fine gray trousers. Be just his luck to catch the pox from Lottie.

Suddenly he stumbled across something propped against the rail fence. He crouched, uttered a surprised oath, fingered a crude dummy of white rags and straw stuffing. A fragment of slate lay in the dummy’s lap.

He carried the slate out from under the tree branches. Turned it this way and that. He finally made out the word scrawled on the slate. His spine grew cold.

“Buckra,” he said. And again: “Buckra.”

The West African word for white man.

He dragged the dummy into the road. By the light of the moon and a thousand summer stars, he saw what he’d missed before. A wooden stake driven into the dummy’s chest. The hole was smeared with something dark.

Judson knelt, fingered the smeared cloth and whittled stake. Little sweaty places formed on his neck and behind his ears. He tried to still his alarm by talking aloud:

“Has to be chicken’s blood. Or pig’s—where’n hell you suppose it came from?”

Abruptly, he heard hoofbeats down the road. He whipped his hand to his right boot, where a discreet scabbard in the Russian leather accepted a slim dagger. A gentleman’s protection. He retreated to the shoulder, unpleasantly sober—and cautious.

He saw lanterns bobbing around a bend. Half a dozen riders. He stepped into the road, hailed them: “It’s Judson Fletcher—”

The horses reined in. It was the patrol that kept constant watch on the roads for runaway slaves, rotating its personnel nightly. Mounted on a fine sorrel at the head of the patrol was slender, gentle-looking Seth McLean. Behind him, shabbily dressed, a gray failure, Tom Shaw slumped on a sore-ridden nag.

Tom Shaw spoke first, pathetically polite:

“Evenin’, Mr. Fletcher.”

Judson’s profile, lantern-limned, was sculptured arrogance. “Evening, Shaw.” The reply was so brusque, Shaw looked visibly hurt. Judson accented the social difference by greeting the others more cordially: “Mr. Wells—Mr. Squire—Seth.”

“Taking the air again, Judson?” Seth asked, his smile innocent.

“That’s right.” Ah, this was rich! The man he cuckolded regularly, and the one he wanted to cuckold above all, and never would. “I found something down here you gentlemen should see.”

He led them to the stabbed dummy and the slate. Concern was instantaneous.

“I knew them niggers was up to somethin’,” Tom Shaw exclaimed. “My Lottie, she sweared she heard a drum two, three nights ago. That way. From the river—”

“Impossible,” Seth McLean said. “You know there’s not a planter in the district who allows his nigras ownership of a drum. Too easy to signal with them. My hands get nothing but dried beef bones—those, they can rattle all they please.” He addressed the others: “Gentlemen, would you continue the patrol without me? I’d like to speak privately with my friend Judson. He may be able to assist us.”

In what way, Judson couldn’t imagine. But the others seemed to understand, and readily agreed. Judson fetched his roan, mounted up, and was soon jogging beside Seth back along the road by which the horsemen had arrived. The patrol’s lanterns vanished in the other direction.

“I didn’t want to admit it to Tom Shaw,” Seth remarked finally, “but there may be nothing wrong with his wife’s hearing.”

“I can’t say. I never listen for drums at night.”

Seth laughed. “I know. Only for the rustle of the skirts of married women.”

Judson went rigid in the saddle. Seth slapped him on the shoulder and Judson relaxed. Apparently there was nothing personal in the joke. His friends in the district had treated him to variations of it on more occasions than he could remember.

“There have been rumblings about possible trouble,” Seth said, serious now.

“You mean with the nigras?”

Seth nodded gravely.

“At your place?”

“Possibly.”

Judson was surprised. Seth McLean was reasonably humane in his treatment of his three-hundred-odd field bucks and wenches.

“I don’t see what it has to do with me,” Judson shrugged.

“I’ll explain over a glass of port, if you don’t mind.” Seth spurred ahead toward the lights of his elegant house near the shore of the Rappahannock. Judson studied the illuminated windows on the second floor. One was Peggy’s room. He knew the location by heart.

He followed Seth McLean down a lane between dark, rustling tobacco fields. The green leaves were ripening toward the end-of-summer harvest. Seth’s lean silhouette stood out momentarily against the lamps at his front door. Reining in a second later, Judson felt criminal. Seth was decent.

At the same time, Judson was amused in a perverse way. It’s sort of like the fly inviting the spider home with him, he thought.
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A huge London-made clock ticked in the library; a quarter past midnight. The library doors were open to the candlelight in a cool, airy foyer two floors high.

Seth poured wine for himself. Judson begged off, helped himself to Rhode Island rum instead. Then he settled his long frame in a chair, trying not to appear nervous or reveal his guilt—he was getting pretty good at that by now. He’d crawled into bed with his first married woman when he was fifteen.

Judson heard footsteps. His heartbeat picked up until he realized the steps were too heavy for a woman’s. A grizzled black man in livery glanced in the doorway.

Seth McLean looked at the black, his piece of property, said:

“Nothing further tonight, Andrew. I’ll serve our guest.”

With a polite murmur that might have been Judson’s name—a servile acknowledgement of his presence—the slave withdrew. Seth McLean rolled his wine glass between his palms.

“Have you heard nothing about discontent among the nigras, Judson?”

“You know me, my friend. The skirts swish too temptingly. The dice clack, the horses run, the cocks scream—and my father, the old bastard, swears a good bit, too. At me.” Judson’s mouth wrenched. “There’s altogether too much noise for me to hear anything significant. It’s different with you, I gather.”

“Well, as I said, there have been signs. Insolence out of the ordinary. My overseer has been forced to the whip three times this week.”

“Ours is never forced,” Judson said, the sour smile remaining in place. “He looks for opportunities.”

“Shaw,” McLean reflected. “Old Tom’s younger brother.”

Judson nodded. “Cruel, illiterate bastard. Not like your Williams.”

“But even Williams is being pushed hard. These things go in cycles, Judson. I’m uneasy—I just fear the wheel’s almost around again. I’ve questioned Andrew and his wife—they’re very loyal. They don’t know much about what’s happening. But they do admit there’s wide unrest. It has—spread.”

Judson knocked back the rum, felt it scald his belly. Not with relief this time, but with an upsetting fire. The clock ticked loudly. The room’s shadows became ominous somehow. Clotting in the corners; blurring the gold stampings on the couple of hundred books on the high shelves.

“Spread from here?”

“From Sermon Hill. Andrew has heard that a nigra named Larned is at the center of it.”

“Larned—” Judson’s mind saw a slab-muscled figure with blue-black skin. “Big buck nigger. Damn near gigantic. Just two years off the Richmond block. Came from the West Africas in a Boston ship. My father says he never made a better investment.”

“Breeding stock?”

“Yes. And Larned’s smart with the natural kind of smartness some of ’em have. That may be his trouble.”

Seth McLean cocked a dark eyebrow that contrasted with his pale, almost ascetic face. “Or ours.”

“You mean Larned may be fomenting rebellion?” Judson ambled to the sideboard for a refill of rum. “Possible. He took a mighty handsome wife. Young yellow girl named—let me see—Dicey. Up till three days ago, she was this big—” One hand sketched pregnancy in the air. “She produced twin boys for Larned. I heard Shaw brag last Christmas time that he was fucking her, too.”

“Well, that’s certainly cause enough for trouble.”

“I don’t suppose Larned found out. Those wenches are always too scared to tell their men.”

“But Larned could have heard it round about. Anything else?”

Judson pondered. “Shaw laid eight strokes on Dicey two weeks before her term was up. Some trivial excuse.”

“But not trivial to a particularly intelligent and resentful nigra.”

Judson nodded. “I’ll wager the excuse was just that. Shaw probably wanted to exercise overseer’s rights and take Dicey with a full belly. If she refused, he’d find reason to whip her.”

“Another grievance for Larned.”

Judson had no comment.

Seth McLean sighed. “Regardless of causes, the figure you found is pretty definite proof something’s in the wind—”

Judson nodded again, uneasily. “And you think it’s centered at Sermon Hill.”

“I do. If it should break out as a full-fledged revolt—”

Seth’s unfinished sentence conjured chaos. Judson glanced at the curtains blowing; the darkness outside. He didn’t care for the responsibility being pushed onto him:

“Seth, I understand all you’re saying. But Lord, man, what can I do?”

“I’ve spoken to your father several times in hopes of getting him to moderate his treatment of his nigras. I’ve had no luck.”

Judson guffawed. “You think mine will be any better? Christ, Seth, you know he hates me.”

“No,” Seth returned quietly, “I don’t believe that’s true.”

“Bullshit. I’m the second son. Automatically second best.”

“But you and Donald are both his flesh.”

“And we’re both traitors because Donald went to the Raleigh Tavern last year, and I went along. Spiritually, anyway,” Judson added with a wry smile.

He was referring to the gathering of members of the House of Burgesses who had assembled in the Williamsburg tavern at the urging of Patrick Henry, gentleman lawyer of Hanover County.

Henry, a natural leader, was the chief spokesman in the Burgesses for the back-country people. Over the last ten years, that segment of Virginia’s population had found itself almost constantly opposed to the more conservative tidewater planters.

Henry had stirred Virginia with his hot oratory against Crown infringements of colonial rights. And when the royal governor, Lord Dunmore, had temporarily dissolved the legislature in May of the preceding year, Henry immediately led most of the Burgesses to a rump session at the Raleigh. There they appointed a delegation to the first Continental Congress. Along with Judson’s older brother and several other Virginians, Henry was presently away at the second Congress, where his stock stood high because of an inflammatory speech given in March of this year. In the speech, Henry had taken an inflexible stand against Great Britain. The alternatives for him, he’d declared, were liberty or death—no middle ground. Governor Dunmore promptly issued a proclamation branding Henry an outlaw, which only enhanced his status further among Virginia’s patriot faction.

Judson continued to Seth, “I think my father would have horsewhipped Donald if Donald would have allowed it. At the moment there are a great many people on my father’s list of political enemies. Donald, myself, Henry—even Colonel Washington of Fairfax County, because he went up to Philadelphia too. On top of that—”

Judson sloshed another slug of rum into his glass. He was growing tipsy again:

“The lord of Sermon Hill happens to consider me a drunken wastrel. A prodigal on whom he squandered a deal of money for an education at William and Mary. He’s commented that the sterling notes would have served a better purpose if they’d been used for wiping asses in the outhouse.” Judson toasted an unseen presence. “So saith Angus Fletcher, in one of his less biblical moods.”

“Still, can’t you talk to him?”

“Well,” Judson said, drawling out the word, “we do speak every month or so.”

“Suggest he say something to Shaw, then. Try to get the man to moderate his behavior until we isolate the cause of the problem, or it calms down.”

Glum, Judson shook his head. “Seth, I repeat—I exert no influence whatsoever at Sermon Hill. I sometimes wonder why I’m even allowed to live there.”

“Because you’re Angus Fletcher’s son! Judson—for friendship’s sake—and the tranquility of this district—try.”

Judson poured more rum. “All right. I’ll say something. A remark or two. I’d be rash to promise more.”

“It’s a start.” Seth pumped his hand. “Thank you—”

“I must go.” Judson finished his drink quickly, asking himself why he had given in to Seth. He knew the answer. It was a cheap way to purchase temporary absolution of guilt—

The shadow across the floor at the library entrance made him glance up sharply.

She stood there; slender, dark-haired, fair-skinned and lovely in a peach-colored night robe whose high collar and decorous lines still set off her figure to advantage. She was all grace and gentility; a perfect lady he had loved since he was seventeen.

But she had been Peggy Ashford, respectable, while he had been—still was—Judson Fletcher; something less.

Their two-year relationship before her marriage had scarred them both. In those tempestuous times, Judson had never touched her other than to kiss her, though it had been obvious they both desired much more than that. Perhaps that restraint was what compounded the agony now.

Seth knew very well that the two had courted. Meeting at cross-country hunts. Attending balls together at wealthy houses up and down the river. All with the growing disapproval of the Ashfords, as Judson’s nature asserted itself in frequent public drunkenness and brawling.

Finally, the Ashfords forced Peggy to stop seeing him. It was heartbreaking for her. But she was a dutiful daughter. Presently Seth stepped in. When the marriage was arranged and solemnized, Seth expected his friend Judson to behave like a gentleman. Which Judson did, in atypical fashion, because, above all, he did not want to bring Peggy any further hurt or scandal.

Now Seth simply assumed that while Judson, being a man, might harbor certain lingering impulses that could lead to adultery, he would never permit those impulses to become deeds. Seth also considered Peggy above reproach—

And those stories about Judson’s affairs with other men’s wives—well, it was doubtful whether Seth fully believed them. Judson knew his friend failed to understand how deeply his feelings ran—or how close he’d come to making advances to Peggy on several occasions. In business affairs, Seth was reasonably worldly. In human ones, no—

Still, Judson managed to keep his. distance. To him, Peggy Ashford McLean was something of a shrine. Unsullied, as few things in his life were any longer. He had never been able to explain why he loved her. She was sweet, intelligent, attractive; but many women along the tidewaters were that. What was it in her special combination of dark-eyed glances, smiles and small feminine gestures that had continued to torment him after he lost her? Perhaps part of his passion sprang from a realization even during their courting that she would probably never be allowed to marry him. For a man like Judson Fletcher, permanent frustration had its twisted charms—

“Melissa told me we had a guest,” Peggy said. “Good evening, Judson.”

“Good evening.” He managed a bow. “I’m just on my way—”

He hardly dared glance at her for fear he’d reveal his feelings. He had seen her often since the marriage, of course. At holiday fetes, or the Richmond fair. On such occasions, he could never read her expression. He suspected that whatever she’d felt once was completely gone. Speaking marriage vows would have begun to destroy it automatically. Her code of behavior said that was only decent and proper—

Peggy turned to her husband.’ “You’re home early, Seth.”

“To speak with Judson. I’m seeking his help in regard to the unrest.”

“I warned him he might as well ask for help from a woodpecker,” Judson said with a merry laugh, walking quickly past the woman, still unwilling to face those well-remembered eyes. He went straight to the imposing main doors and out, with a hail:

“I’ll be in touch if I’ve any results to brag about, Seth. Which I doubt.”

Into the saddle, he tore down to the Rappahannock rippling silver under the stars. He never once glanced over his shoulder at Seth McLean’s large, colonnaded white house with its rows of slave cabins at the rear, near the curing barns. But all the way to Sermon Hill, Peggy rode with him. The starlight that put highlights on the river glimmered on the tracks of angry tears on his cheeks.
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Sermon Hill, five thousand acres of prime tobacco land worked by five hundred male and female slaves fronted the river as McLean’s did. But Sermon Hill boasted its own wharf, where the huge tobacco canoes tied up in the autumn to load the casks that carried eight hundred pounds of cured brown leaf.

That is, the canoes had anchored there every autumn for as far back as Judson Fletcher could remember, then floated downriver with the casks lashed across their gunwales. Trading ships anchored in the navigable waters of the estuary took the casks to market overseas. Whether they would so do this year in view of the worsening trouble with England was a question no one could answer. News of exchanges of fire between royal troops and colonial militia in April, someplace up in the Massachusetts Bay area, had cast doubt on all commercial ventures involving overseas trade—and on the placid quality of life itself.

But Judson wasn’t thinking of that two mornings later. By way of fulfilling Seth’s request, he rose earlier than usual—at sunrise, for God’s sake!—to take a stroll around to the slave quarters.

The slaves lived in two long rows of whitewashed cottages that faced each other across an expanse of dirt. At the head of the avenue sat the small house belonging to the overseer. Outside this house, Judson spied a crowd of field bucks and wenches gathered in the orange light of early morning.

Moving closer, he heard the cracking of a whip. Because of the crowd, he couldn’t see the victim.

He ran. Past the windowless cottages where barefoot black children wandered in the tiny okra patches, or squatted, dropping excrement from their bottoms, or simply sat in the doorways, picking at their hair and examining the creatures they discovered. In terms of sanitation and living standards for slaves, Sermon Hill was no different—no better and no worse—than most major tobacco plantations along the river—

Except in the matter of Reuven Shaw, general overseer.

Judson dashed up to the slaves at the rear of the crowd. They recognized him, quickly stepped aside. He spoke to one strong-looking buck:

“Who’s being punished?”

“Dicey. Shaw, he say she fit to work. Dicey, she say no.”

“Jesus—!” Judson exploded. “Where’s her husband?”

“Field already,” was the reply.

For a moment Judson stared into brown eyes that seemed to add silently, Good thing for Mist’ Shaw. Or was that only his imagination?

He shoved through the crowd, saw the skinny, ill-clad Shaw, younger brother of Lottie’s husband, raise his long blacksnake to make another mark on Dicey’s yellow-brown back.

Shaw looked up, threat in his eyes. It simmered less hotly when he recognized the man in boots, hose, trousers, shirt—one of the owner’s sons.

Judson gestured at the wench, who had been forced to discard her ragged dress—Shaw liked to punish the wenches naked—and kneel in the dirt with her head bowed over her knees. Dicey’s back bore three bleeding stripes.

“Want to lay on a few, Mr. Judson?” Shaw asked. It was said with thinly concealed contempt. Judson and the overseer had long disliked each other.

“You ignorant son of a bitch, I’ll take the whip to you instead. That wench birthed twin boys only five days ago.” Judson held up one hand, fingers spread. “Five!”

“Three’s the most I ’low ’fore they go back to work,” Shaw grumbled.

“Dicey, put your dress on and go back to your cabin,” Judson ordered. “’Till next Monday morning.”

“Listen here! I’m in charge of—” Shaw began. Judson leaped forward, seized the whip and looped it around Shaw’s neck. He yanked both ends:

“What’d you say?”

“N—nothing, Mr. Judson,” Shaw gasped, pop-eyed.

God, how he stank. Judson shoved him. “Get their black asses to work and quit causing unnecessary trouble.” With that, Judson let go of the whip and turned to walk away.

“The snake is all that’s keepin’ us from havin’ trouble—!”

Again Judson whirled, staring into the warped, resentful face of the sunburned white man.

“Did you have another comment, Shaw?” he inquired, almost whispering.

Shaw swallowed, watched Dicey gather her dress and flee barefoot. “No,” he mumbled. “No, I dint.” But Judson didn’t miss the hate in Shaw’s eyes—

Nor, for that matter, in the eyes of the bucks and wenches who stood aside to let him pass back toward the rambling, two-story, twenty-three-room house where he intended to have his breakfast.

Strange, he thought as he walked, his fair hair shining in the morning sun, very strange indeed. Striding by all those silent blacks, he’d had the uncanny feeling that their hatred was directed as much at him as at Reuven Shaw. Perhaps just being white did it, he thought wearily. Just as being black got you bought, whipped or fucked at the pleasure of your owners. Somehow, moving up the cabin avenue and hearing the chatter of the group breaking into field gangs, he didn’t care to look back.

At Shaw or the slaves.

vi

The silver service gleamed, then suddenly distorted, reflecting a wizened face, white hair, enraged eyes.

Lounging on the veranda, Judson glanced from the reflection in the bulge of the pot to the creator of the image: his father, a tiny-boned man with a pointed chin and skin like old leather.

Angus Fletcher never tried to look prosperous, not even on social occasions. This morning his hose drooped, there was a rip in the knee of his breeches, and his shirt was wet with sweat. He came into the veranda’s shade, shot his head forward like a turkey, confronting his son:

“I just had a report from Mr. Shaw. Apparently you interfered with him while I was down seeing to the repairs on the dock.”

“And I just had a letter from Donald.” Judson used a smile to conceal his uneasiness as he lifted the document in question. “A hired courier brought it from Richmond not ten minutes ago.”

“Wondered who that trespasser was,” Angus Fletcher garrumphed. He sat down in one of the large basket chairs. “You may keep the letter to yourself. I’ve no interest in tidings from that nest of traitors up north. That my own son should allow himself to be influenced by those perfidious wise men of the East—”

Judson laughed at his father’s use of the term that Tories, and even some rebels, applied to the influential patriot leaders of Massachusetts. “Father, you’ll have to put Colonel Washington even more firmly among the traitors now. Donald says that he and the other Congressional delegates appointed the colonel to lead the Continental armies. It happened just the middle of this month. Washington will have the rank of general and will go to Boston to take command.”

He consulted the letter quickly, enjoying his father’s fuming.

“And there’s been more fighting. Some- place called Breed’s Hill. The British won the day, but our side acquitted itself well—”

“Your side, not mine!” Angus Fletcher leaped for the letter, flung it away. “Those fools will bring down ruin on all of us. We should be suing for peace before matters get worse.” Again he shot his head forward. “‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called—’”

“‘—the children of God,’” Judson finished wearily. Of all his father’s annoying personal characteristics, the old man’s fondness for scripture offended Judson the most. Angus was especially partial to St. Matthew. So taken was he with the message and language of the Sermon on the Mount, he had re-named his own father’s plantation on its low hill above the Rappahannock in honor of it.

“Shall we move to another text?” Judson asked. “‘Blessed are the merciful—’”

“I want to hear what in damnation angered Shaw!”

Judson stared at his father. Despite his age—he was nearly sixty—Angus Fletcher’s slight frame suggested great strength. He worked diligently at the business affairs of Sermon Hill every day of the week except Sunday, when he attended church in the morning, prayed in the privacy of his bedchamber all afternoon, and forbade anything that smacked of light amusement on his property throughout the entire Sabbath. The old man did have a certain biblical majesty, Judson reflected as he studied the seated figure outlined against the river and the rolling, heat-hazed hills beyond.

But he could never remember a time when there had been tenderness or even kindness between father and son. Even in Judson’s earliest recollections, it seemed that his father had treated him sternly; as a full-grown man. Wanting—demanding—more than a boy could give. Judson had resigned in defeat by the time he was ten. He could never be as clever, as strong, as pious as Angus expected him to be. Perhaps that was part of the trouble.

Of course, being the second son was another part. He could not inherit, hence was less important than Donald. Even so, the same kind of relationship existed between the old man and Donald, ten years Judson’s senior.

Donald was gout-ridden at thirty-five. He downed great quantities of port and claret when Angus wasn’t watching. Further, he never shrank from proclaiming how proud he was to be a member of the Burgesses chosen to represent Virginia at the Congress.

Of their mother Judson could remember next to nothing. She had died when he was four. Donald recalled her as a kindly, religious woman who slipped silently through the house attending to her duties, totally in awe of her husband.

Resentful of Angus’ outburst about Shaw, Judson said, “The text I had in mind will bring us to that subject. Remember, Father—the merciful ‘shall obtain mercy.’ Shaw’s doing his best to see you get just the opposite.”

Angus made a face, rang a handbell. In a moment, one of the liveried house blacks—they were a caste above the field hands—glided to the old man’s elbow with a goblet of cold spring water. Angus Fletcher extended his hand. The goblet was placed into it. He did not look around. He expected the drink to be where it was supposed to be, and it was.

He sipped, then said, “Be more explicit, I have work to do.”

“Shaw was whipping Dicey. I stopped him.”

“You stopped him? You don’t run Sermon Hill! And unless you change your whoring ways and your politics to boot, you won’t even receive so much as one shilling when I pass on.”

“I’ve heard that threat before,” Judson returned. He was cool, but it took effort. “I think you’re facing a more immediate one—”

Briefly, he described his conversation with Seth McLean, as well as the stabbed figure and slate he’d found by the roadside. The description seemed to unnerve Angus Fletcher slightly. At least, the wrinkled hand and the water goblet shook for a moment.

Solely to antagonize the old man, Judson crossed his boots, stretched and yawned. It worked:

“Go on, go on!” Angus exclaimed.

Judson still took his time before resuming:

“Seth heard a rumor that our buck Larned may be responsible for stirring up some of the discontent. Since Dicey is Larned’s woman, I stopped Shaw in the hope of preventing real trouble. I also stopped him because what he was doing was wrong.”

“Spare me your false piety, please!”

“Why, Father, I thought you thrived on piety.”

Angus colored.

“All right,” Judson shrugged, “we needn’t debate on moral grounds. I thought I was doing you a good service. Isn’t a little restraint preferable to an outbreak? To seeing Sermon Hill set afire, for instance? Rebellions have happened before.”

“Never here. And they won’t. I’ll chain up every one of those unwashed sons of Ham before—” He blinked twice as Judson raised a languid hand. “What, what?” he roared.

“Your biblical scholarship is faulty, I’m afraid,” Judson informed him. “The name Ham means swarthy, not black. If Noah’s son had any real descendants—other than fairy-story ones, that is—” Again Angus’ cheeks darkened. “—they were doubtless the Egyptians, or those people called Berbers, not the poor bastards the blackbirders bring from the West Africas to do your hard work.”

“When did you become a biblical expert, may I ask?” Angus sneered.

Judson smiled with great charm. “Why, at college. You paid for the lessons.”

“You’re not only disloyal to His Majesty, you’re a disgrace to the very flesh that bore you! To think I wasted hard money so your head could be filled with godless rot—”

“Any rot, as you call it, was probably acquired at Sermon Hill.”

Angus Fletcher flung the cold water in his son’s face.

Judson jumped up. He almost went for the old man’s throat. But he checked, big veins standing out in his strong hands as he sat down again and gripped the arms of his chair.

Angus Fletcher set the glass on a wicker stand, rose and walked toward his son. Despite his small stature he looked commanding, looming there in the shadows of the veranda. His voice shook:

“Month after month, I’ve prayed to God to make you realize what you have been born to, Judson Fletcher. On my knees I have begged God to help you understand how much struggle and toil has gone into building this estate—”

“Black struggle and black toil, you mean. And black blood.”

“Your grandfather labored and died to—”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, stop it.”

“Blasphemer! You take the Lord’s name in—”

“Yes! Because I’ve heard that whitewashing till I’m sick of it!” Judson thundered. “I’ve known the real story for a long time—others in this district are more accurate reporters. Your father was a catchpenny redemptioner from Glasgow—a criminal, most likely, since he never signed his real name to his indenture papers—and didn’t even honor his contract. Two days after they landed him in Philadelphia, he ran away from the soul-driver trying to unload him for transportation plus profit! Years later, he bragged about it! He turned up here in Virginia and got a farmer’s girl pregnant and had to marry her, and then the farmer died suddenly of a fall from a horse while just he and my grandfather were riding in the woods. Believe me, I know all about how the first land for this whited sepulcher was acquired! It’s going to come down unless you stop thinking you’re the anointed of God, ruling the impious. Those black bucks and wenches are human beings! Dumb, dirty—but people nonetheless. Seth McLean understands that.”

“Seth McLean is a’ weakling and a fool. He owns a tenth of the land I do because he’s a tenth as canny.”

“A tenth as brutal!” Judson shouted. “A tenth as immoral!”

Angus Fletcher tried to strike his son. Judson caught the thin wrist, easily pushed it down. The old man was breathing heavily. For a moment Judson was worried. But he quickly recognized the raspy breathing as a sign of rage, not seizure:

“I’ve raised a liar, a drunkard, a lecher—”

“Who wishes to Christ—”

“You will not blaspheme in my presence!”

“—he’d never set eyes on this place.”

“Twenty-five years old and look at you! Dissolute—idle—your head full of sin and poisonous idolatries! Well, go chase after your painted whores in Richmond. Go follow your crazy friend George Clark who’s probably dead in the wilderness by now. Or go join your damned brother and the traitors in Philadelphia!”

Judson Fletcher was so full of fury, he was afraid he might hit his father and injure him. And the father would not be able to stay the son’s hand. To protect himself from launching an attack which he knew he’d ultimately regret, Judson fought for control, tried the Bible again, with a forced smile:

“‘Agree with thine adversary quickly, while thou art in the way with him, lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge—’”

“Hold your filthy tongue! You have no right to quote our Savior!”

“If you understood your Savior, old man, you’d do something about Reuven Shaw.”

“I will. I’ll order him to enforce even stricter discipline. To search the cabins for a drum—and to give a hundred strokes to any nigger hiding one.”

Red-faced, Judson started away. “I’ll inform Seth McLean of your decision.”

“I’m sure you will,” the old man jeered. “So as to get another opportunity for lewd concourse with his wife.”

Judson stopped as if he’d been bludgeoned. For the first time, Angus Fletcher looked amused; master of the situation. He actually laughed as he resumed his seat:

“If I have secrets which are public, so do you. Do you think I don’t remember how you felt about the McLean woman? How you still ride by her house night after night? One more reason I brand your friend McLean a fool. If you came on my property feeling about my wife as you feel about his I’d put a ball in your head.”

With grudging admiration, Judson said, “You old bastard. Sometimes I forget how foxy you are. Figured me out, have you?”

“Aye, long ago. But I constantly find new examples of your sinfulness—to my everlasting disgust. It came as no surprise to me when the Ashfords finally refused to permit their daughter to see you.”

“Your faith in me is constantly overwhelming—!”

Angus ignored that; pointed a wrathful finger:

“What decent folk would want you as a son-in-law? For any woman you’d marry, there’d be naught to look forward to save anguish over your debauchery. And if she bore you a child, she’d go to her grave in despair because of the taint you’d lay on the babe—”

Thunderstruck, Judson gaped at the old man. “What taint? Your taint—if any!”

Angus Fletcher shook his head in dogmatic denial. “Something in yourself has ruined you, Judson. Better to shoot any child you’d father than let him live his life with your devil’s blood poisoning him and all his generations after hi—”

“Be damned to you, you sanctimonious hypocrite!” Judson fairly screamed. “If I’ve devil’s blood, you’ve only to look in a glass to see who’s the source!”

If the words affected Angus, he concealed it. His features hardened into that expression of smug piety Judson hated with such passion.

“You’re carrying on like a raving fool,” Angus declared, “because you know this for a fact—Peggy McLean should thank heaven she was prevented from marrying you.”

“It—” Judson could barely speak. “—it must give you great pride and satisfaction to say that about your own flesh.”

“It gives me great sadness.”

“You vile, lying old—”

Unable to continue, he wheeled and rushed away down the veranda. Angus shouted after him:

“At least you can have the decency to keep yourself from her presence. She knows your wicked purpose for calling at McLean’s! ‘Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery—’”

Scarlet again, Judson stalked straight ahead, fearful that if he turned back, there would be blows struck—or worse. It required an act of total will for him to continue toward the main door of the house as Angus’ voice grew more and more shrill:

“‘But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart—’”

Judson slammed the door, stormed past the startled house blacks who saw his thunderous look and glanced away.

He raced up to his room, tore off his sweated shirt in exchange for a new one. He hated his father. Yet surely some of the guilt for these dreadful confrontations was his. He took pleasure in tormenting the old man, in revenge for the old man tormenting him. What in the name of God was wrong with him?

Even Donald’s faults were mild in comparison. In their father’s eyes, Donald’s chief sin was his conviction that the oppressive taxes and restrictive policies of Britain could no longer be borne. To that iniquity Judson added a score more, from adulterer to defender of slaves—

Ten minutes later, he was galloping one of the dirt lanes that crisscrossed the plantation. His saddlebags bulged with two unopened jugs of rum.

Judson saw black heads turn in the fields. One slate-blue face burned bright: the buck Larned, bare-shouldered, risen like some demonic figure from his weeding among the ear-shaped leaves of the tobacco plants.

Larned watched him ride on, and it seemed to Judson that his back was afire from the slave’s venomous glare. Judson was a white man, and Angus Fletcher’s son. No matter what he’d done for the wench Dicey, Larned would surely twist it so that it acquired a practical—a despicable—motivation: to preserve the wench for further work, perhaps. Or sex with Judson himself. What the hell was the use of trying to intervene if it generated so much hate from all of them?

That Judson understood how the whole slave problem had gotten so thoroughly out of hand in a hundred and fifty years didn’t mitigate his sense of outrage—or his sad conviction that the system would produce continuing friction and violence unless it was abolished.

The agricultural economy in which he’d grown up was based on grueling physical labor. So he really couldn’t fault the people of the southern colonies for buying black workers in preference to white ones when the latter were far less desirable.

Men such as his grandfather, for example, could be counted on to work for their buyers only until the expiration of their indenture contracts. Of course his grandfather hadn’t been willing to wait even that long!

The problem of finding a stable work force had grown still more difficult early in the century, when some combination of geniuses in the mother country had conceived the idea of clearing Britain of many of its undesirables—thieves, pickpockets, whores—whose crimes weren’t quite serious enough to earn them hang-ropes. The answer was to transport them across the ocean at three to five pounds a head, to be purchased on arrival for negotiated periods of servitude. But just exactly like the man who voluntarily indentured himself, transportees eventually were eligible for freedom—earned legally or, sooner, by flight

What planter who prided himself on efficiency—and ledgers that showed a profit—wouldn’t prefer to purchase a cowed, completely unlettered black from Africa? A black whose legal status, from the beginning, was vague? And whose fatally distinctive coloration made him easier to detect if he fled his bondage? Even the meanest petty criminal from the London stews at least had a white skin to keep him relatively invisible if he succeeded in escaping.

But what had begun as a natural tendency to seek the most stable and permanent kind of agricultural labor force had degenerated into outright ownership of one human being by another.

It was a source of sardonic amusement for Judson to recall that the very first blacks on the continent—twenty—were put ashore and sold at the Jamestown colony by the largely British crew of a Dutch privateer. The date was 1619—one year before the arrival of the Mayflower at Plymouth, carrying forty-one stiff-necked Puritan families, whose children and grandchildren prided themselves on being descended from “founding fathers.” What a pity there were no genealogical tables to permit the offspring of the Jamestown twenty to dispute that claim!

In the early years of the colonial blackbird trade, the word slave had seldom if ever been spoken. Gradually, though, it came into common use as the more unscrupulous members of the landed class realized that New England shipowners were quite willing to supply a constant stream of African bucks and wenches, and that a combination of evolving custom and clever writing of new statutes could transform purchased black workers into permanent chattels with no hope of ever earning freedom—a condition the redemptioners and transported prison inmates never faced.

Now the institution had grown so entrenched—producing fear and repression on one side, submission and hatred on the other—that Judson could only foresee an eventual confrontation between those who listened to their consciences and those who heard nothing but the jingling voice of the pound.

By mid-morning, his reflections had put him in thoroughly miserable spirits. He lay in a grove at the edge of the plantation, glooming over the explosive potential of the situation with the local blacks, then experiencing even deeper depression over his own behavior.

Why in God’s name was he driven to such excesses of word and deed, both in his father’s presence and elsewhere? Gazing out across the tobacco fields where heat-devils rippled the air, he saw the white walls of Sermon Hill rising on the crest of the low rise above the Rappahannock and wished he were anywhere but here.

He wished he were out beyond the Blue Wall with his friend, for instance. In empty country. No laws, no Bible-spouting hypocrites, no incipient rebellions, no pea-headed overseers, no—

No Peggy to haunt him.

His father’s words came back to him with tormenting clarity.

Taint.

Poisoned.

Devil’s blood—

Try as he might, he couldn’t scoff away the uneasy suspicion that Angus had struck a vein of truth. One from which Judson turned in terror and loathing. The only way to blunt the fear was with rum. Slowly drinking himself insensible, he was able to convince himself that he only needed to escape Virginia to escape his demons.

He fell into a stupor that brought bizarre dreams.

He saw flame-haired George Rogers Clark stalking through the wilderness, standing as tall as the trees themselves. He saw Peggy naked, beckoning him with lewd gestures, a slut’s teasing smile. He saw his father, fierce as Moses, hand raised to deliver a blow while lightning flashed in a sky of churning storm—

He awoke suddenly. Lying on his back in the grass, he felt chilly. Nearby, his roan stood head down, a statue against the first faint stars. In the west, red stained the horizon.

Judson licked the inside of his furred mouth. He heard a sound so faint that the slightest change in the direction of the breeze silenced it for a moment. But he recognized the sound.

The hollow boom of a hand drum.

The moment he identified the sound, it stopped completely. But he could have sworn the eerie thudding had drifted from the direction of Sermon Hill.
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