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AUTHOR’S NOTE

MARBLEHEAD, Massachusetts, the background to this story, is typical of many New-England sea-coast towns, in the development and decline of two out of three of the industries which have supported it through the years, and at first I had no intention of naming it specifically. But as I began research over two years ago, I soon discovered that Marblehead is far too vivid, charming and fiercely individualistic to be flattened into a type. As I returned there again and again and studied the material more deeply, the town itself produced the story of Hesper and her family and the old inn. I have tried to be accurate in presenting every event which affected actual town history. There is a wealth of fine material, and I am extremely grateful to all the Marbleheaders, old-timers and (comparative) new-comers, who have generously given me of their help and interest. I also want to thank the staff members at the Essex Institute in Salem, the Abbot Hall library and the Historical Society in Marblehead for their co-operation.

There are many published works treating of the town, but for the period I was trying to cover, the most valuable were Samuel Roads’s History and Traditions of Marblehead and Joseph S. Robinson’s The Story of Marblehead; and of course the files of the Marblehead Messenger, and other contemporary newspapers.

For the early part of the story I studied dozens of fascinating source books, but I am particularly indebted to Sidney Perley’s and Duncan Phillips’s histories of Salem, and above all to Governor Winthrop’s own carefully detailed Journal, in which I was able to follow the day-by-day incidents of that historic voyage.

The Honeywood family and all the main characters are fictitious, though I have made use of some of Marblehead’s typical names.

A.S.


CHAPTER ONE

ON the night of the great storm, the taproom was deserted. Earlier, men had wandered in for beers or rum-flip—shoremen all of them now, too old to go out with the fishing fleet. They had drunk uneasily, the pewter mugs shaking in their vein-corded hands, while they listened to the rising wind. Ever more boisterous gusts puffed down the big chimney, scattering fine ash over the scrubbed boards. In the great harbour, two hundred yards away, the mounting breakers roared up the shingle, muffling the clink of mugs on the table and the men’s sparse comments.

Hesper, crouching on her stool in the kitchen hearth, could see into the taproom through the half-open door. She watched her mother’s face. Ma stood stiffly behind the counter at the far end of the taproom, and she was listening to the storm, too. Even while she made change for the beer drinkers or turned the spigot over a mug, her eyes would slide away to the windows and her big freckled face grow glum and watchful.

This seemed queer to Hesper, because she herself loved the storm. She luxuriated in the delicious feeling it gave her, because it was safe and warm in here. The kitchen and the whole house closed around and held her safe, the way Gran did sometimes when she was feeling good. Outside, the storm was roaring and stamping like Reed’s bull roared and stamped in the pasture over on the Neck, but the bull couldn’t get at you, nor could the storm. The house was stronger.

Hesper pulled her stool outside of the fireplace and leaned her head against the panelled oak cupboard where Ma kept the spare pots and skillets.

The kitchen smells lulled her. The molasses and pork smell from the bean-pots in the brick oven, the halibut stew bubbling softly on the trivet near the blazing pine logs, the smell of beeswax that had been rubbed into the long oak table and the benches, and the hard pine settle that was dreadful old fashioned, Ma said. The settle had been right there by the fireplace near two hundred years, an eyesore Ma said, all scarred like that from jack-knives and pitted with spark burns. But Pa wouldn’t get rid of it. He liked the old things that had always been here.

Another crash hurled itself on the house, and a new sound mixed in it. A slapping wetness. The window-panes ran with water.

“Rain’s come,” said old Simon Grubb, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “Dor-r-ty weather making. Don’t like ’em from sou’-west. Means they start in the Carib. This is goin’ to be worser’n regular September line stor-rm.” He heaved himself up from the table, slid three pennies on the counter by Ma’s arm. She picked them up and dropped them in the tin cash-box.

“Think it’ll travel up to the Banks?” she said. Her voice was just the way it always was, quick and rough, but a quiver ran through Hesper. The fear in her mother slid across the taproom, through the door into the bright kitchen. Now she saw fear in all of them, in the three silent old men who did not answer her mother’s question but filed out of the door, their steps slow and careful, feeling the floor as if they were pacing a heaving, slippery deck. While the door was open to let the shoremen out, the storm blew into the house with the boom of the waves just across Front Street.

“Ma,” whispered Hesper, “I’m scared.” She ran to her mother, burying her face in the brown calico skirts. “Maybe the sea’ll get at us—don’t let it get at us.”

Susan Honeywood shoved the heavy iron bolt across the door. “It might,” she said indifferently. “But the house’ll stand.” She gave the child a brisk shove. “Get the mop. Floor’s all wet. Nothing’ll happen to us.”

“But you was scared, Ma,” persisted the child, though already her panic had passed, the house closed around again, comforting and protecting.

Susan wiped the beer rings from the table in the taproom, shut that door too, and stirred the halibut stew before speaking. Her words when they came seemed to spring from an angry compulsion. “Have you so soon forgot Tom and Will?” she snapped over her shoulder to the puzzled child.

Hesper stared up at her mother’s face, hurt by the sudden hostility, and yet she had always known Ma loved the boys better.

“But they’re away off on the Banks with the fleet,” she whispered.

Susan slapped the pewter plates on to the table. “And so will this storm be—tomorrow or next. It’s like the one in twenty, afore I met your Pa.” Her full lips folded themselves into a pale line. She untied the apron from around her stout waist. “Call your Pa—supper’s on. I’ll go in and see if your Gran’s got enough wit for eating tonight.”

Hesper swallowed, listening to her mother’s heavy tread entering the kitchen bedroom. Ma didn’t like Pa’s old granny, but she didn’t usually sound so angry when she spoke of her—most times when Gran acted queer, Ma’d be kind enough, feeding her from the silver porringer with the special spoon Gran always used, even rocking her in the long cradle when Gran got one of those fits when she’d cry and cry and think she was a baby again. Hesper loved Gran, loved her stories and her warm comforting arms on the good days, and accepted the bad days without wonder.

Hesper walked across the kitchen and knocked on her father’s door. He spent the greater part of his life in that little lean-to room that had been built for a loom-room years before even Gran had come to the house. Only now it was just called “Pa’s room.” It had a desk and a Franklin stove, and so many books piled on the floor and up the walls that there was hardly any place to stand

Pa opened the door at once—sometimes he didn’t—and smiled down at the child. His near-sighted eyes puckered around the corners, and his stooping shoulders seemed too frail to hold up the long thin body.

“It’s a wild night, Hesper,” he said dreamily, lingering over her name. From the moment of her birth in an April twilight he had loved this child as he loved no one else, and he had over-ridden his wife’s impatient objections and named the baby Hesper, after the evening star.

He touched the child’s red curls with his bony ink-stained fingers and, shambling after her into the kitchen, sat down at the table.

Hesper filled his plate with the steaming halibut stew which he pushed away absently, still held in the dreams that enriched his solitary hours. He repeated slowly:


“Rough wind, that moanest loud

Grief too sad for song;

Wild wind, when sullen cloud

Knells all the night long. …”



Hesper was used to his quotations, and usually she liked the sound of them and the enchanted pictures they made in her mind; but tonight she felt Kinship with her mother, who entered the kitchen to hear the last lines.

“God-blost it, Roger,” she cried, “I’ll not stand for that quiddling poetizing tonight. What do you know of grief, or knells, or aught else, for ever shut up in your room with them books?” She shoved his plate back in front of him, and banged the coffee-pot down on the table.

Roger Honeywood lifted his head and looked at her. “I merely thought, Susan, that Shelley had rather well expressed the mood of the night.” His tone strove to be sarcastic and to show a gentlemanly reproof, though his hands trembled and he looked towards the child for the eager response she usually gave him. But Hesper was staring at her mother, who made a strange rough sound in her throat. “To hell I pitch your Shelley, whoever the bostard may be. D’you hear that storm out younder? D’you have wit enough to know what it may mean, you buffleheaded loon?”

Her shrewd green eyes were blazing, her freckled face suffused with dull red.

Hesper saw her father retreat, seeming to shrivel into himself, but he said, “Spoken like a true Marblehead fishwife.”

Again Susan made the sound in her throat. “’Tis what I am. I come from fisher folk, and so do you for all you never set foot in a dory near thirty year—for you weren’t no good as a fisherman—nor no good at being a tavern keeper, neither; nor at being a fine gentleman at the college.”

Hesper saw the colour leave her father’s face, and she hoped for anger to replace it—anger to match her mother’s. Why couldn’t he shout too—hit out, even strike at that flushed, furious face across the table?

But there was silence in the kitchen except for the woman’s heavy breathing. Then, outside, another gust threw itself against the house and a branch crashed off the big chestnut tree.

Susan’s hands unclenched, she lowered her head. “Don’t mind me, Roger,” she said dully. “Eat your supper. I’m grouty tonight with the storm.” She walked to the fire and poked the smouldering logs. “But they be your sons, too,” she added very low.

It seemed that Roger had not heard. He sat staring at his plate, his thin hand turning and twisting the tin fork. Around and past the child there flowed an emotion which she dimly felt. There had been anger, as there often was, and now it was gone, replaced in her mother by an unexpected appeal—that carried with it the hopelessness of true answer.

But Roger did answer after a minute. “I see no cause for worry about the boys. The fleet’s weathered many a storm, if this should reach to the Grand Banks, which I doubt.”

Susan carried her plate and Hesper’s to the wooden sink across the room. “I saw old Dimond on the Burying Hill last night,” she said. “He was waving his arms and beating about the gravestones, pointing towards the Banks.”

Hesper felt a thrill of awe. All the children knew about Old Dimond, the wizard, and his queer daughter, Moll Pitcher, who lived long ago.

“Nonsense,” said Roger, standing up. “There aren’t any ghosts. It’s not like you to be fanciful, Susan.”

His wife pumped water into the sink, and the pewter plates rattled against the spout. “He came to warn when our men’re in danger, same as he always did. You know naught about it. You’re a landsman.”

“I’m a Marbleheader, the same as you. Eight generations of Honeywoods have lived in this house. Don’t forget that, Susan.”

The woman’s massive shoulders twitched. “I’m not like to,” she snapped, “with you dinging at it day in day out.”

The child stared anxiously from one to the other. Now Ma was getting angry again. Not on account of the Honeywoods exactly; Ma was a Dolliber, and her family had been here as long as any, but it was because Pa …

Hesper went to her mother and tugged at her skirt. “I wish the boys was here at home, Ma,” she said earnestly, trying to fill the need and forestall the renewed attack.

Susan frowned. “Well, it wouldn’t be fitting if they was. Men must go far to work and fight—and the women must bear it. Most men,” she added, looking at Roger.

The child’s hand dropped. Her impulse had done no good. Pa’s face had its cold, shut look. He walked back to his room, and the books and the pages and pages of writing that he never talked to people about. They heard the bolt slide in the door.

Susan trod around the kitchen, placing the pewter dishes behind their racks in the old built-in dresser, adding water to the bean-pot in the brick oven, scattering the embers in the great fireplace.

“Go to bed,” she said to Hesper, who had long been expecting this command, and could measure by its tardiness the extent of her mother’s preoccupation. She obediently picked up the candle her mother had lighted. It flickered wildly in the draughts that blew down the chimney and from under the door.

“Here, give it me. You’ll burn the house down.” The big middle-aged woman and the small red-haired girl mounted the stairs. Susan waited until the child stood in her long cotton nightgown.

“Say your prayers.”

The child knelt by her cot. “Now I lay me down to sleep …” And at the end she added timidly, “Please, dear God, keep Tom and Willy safe.” And looked up to her mother for approval.

By the guttering light she saw the grim face above her soften. “Amen,” said the woman, and Hesper crept into bed, comforted. Her mother bent over with a rare caress, and as she did so they heard a muffled thud below, and the house trembled a little.

“What is it, Ma?” cried the child, struggling up again. Susan went to the window and pressed her face against the small panes.

“It’s the sea,” she said. “The water’s over the Front.” Hesper crowded to the window beside her mother; together they watched the heaving blackness outside. There was no lane, nor yard; the thin film of shiny blackness lapped up to the great chestnut tree before the house, showing the jagged points of rocks pushed up from the cove. “Ma, what’ll it do?” whispered Hesper. The woman lifted the child and put her into bed.

“The house’ll stand,” she said. “Go to sleep.” And Hesper knew instant security. Ma was always right. Ma was strong. Strong as the house that had been here so long. Gran was strong too—even when she cried and wanted to be rocked. You felt it wasn’t really her, it was as if she was making believe. And Pa—he wasn’t strong, but he had Ma and Gran and the house—and me too, she thought.

All night the storm blew, and sometimes waves swirled around the rock foundation of the house and poured into the cellar, but Hesper slept.

It was three weeks before they got the news, and for Hesper the night of the storm was only a shadowy memory. Driftwood had been gathered, rocks rolled off the road, and seaweed thrown back to sea. The small craft which had been blown high on shore and on the causeway to the Neck had been salvaged. At the Honeywood home no sign of the storm remained, except the scar on the big chestnut tree where the limb blew off.

The news came to the Honeywoods first. A boy flew into the taproom crying that a schooner had been sighted off Halfway Rock. Zeke Darling, the lighthouse keeper, had sent word it looked like John Chadwick’s Hero.

Susan shut the taproom, threw a shawl over her shoulders, and ran to the nearest high ground, on the ramparts of ruined Fort Sewall. She paid no attention to Hesper, who trotted after her, much interested. All over town people were hurrying to vantage points, up to the look-out on the Burial Hill, and crowding up the steeple on the Old North. Silently the women and children watched the schooner round the point of the Neck and glide into the Great Harbour. Some of the children started to cheer, greeting the vanguard of the overdue fleet in the traditional manner. But there was no answering cheer from the men on board. The tiny figures on the deck seemed to move about in a listless and mechanical way.

Susan made a sound under her breath and began to walk down the path. Hesper looked up at her curiously, but did not dare speak. They threaded their way around the fish-flakes at Fort Beach, and up Front Street past home, and then Lovis Cove and Goodwin’s Head, and at each step others joined them, silent, shawled women like Susan, excited children held in check by the tension of their elders. They reached Appleton’s Wharf as the Hero made fast. No one spoke, and Captain Chadwick walked solemnly down the plank, the plod of his heavy sea-boots thumping like hammer strokes in the stillness.

“It’s bad,” he said, shaking his head and not looking at anyone; “tor-rible bad.” Above his beard his face was grey-white as a cod’s belly.

The crowd stayed silent another minute, then Susan pressed forward into the empty space near the captain.

“How many lost?” she asked quietly, as she had been quiet since the night of the storm.

The skipper pulled off his sou’wester. “Eleven vessels I know of, ma’am. All hands.”

“The Liberty?”

He bowed his head. “I saw her go down not half a mile away. We could do nothing. Our own mains’l went like a tor-rn pocket handkerchief.”

Susan stepped back, and others filled her place. The air grew harsh with despairing questions. The Sabine, the Pacific, the Trio, the Warrior—the agonizing list grew. Sixty-five men and boys had been lost. Scarce a home in Marblehead that had no kin amongst the drowned, and from the crowd behind a woman’s voice raised in a long moaning wail.

Susan turned and pushed her way back through the people. Hesper followed close. She was awed and excited. Ma had been right. The great storm had got the fishing fleet—and Tom and Willy. She felt no special sorrow. Her brothers had been big men of sixteen and eighteen, away fishing half the year, and with no time for her when they were home. Cousin Tom Dolliber’d been on the Liberty, too. So he was gone with the others.

Hesper trotted along behind her mother, filled with a sense of importance and drama. By Lovis Cove they met her father hurrying towards them, his thin face anxious, his vague eyes peering into their faces.

“What is it, Susan? Why didn’t you tell me there was news?”

The child watched them, nervously expecting her mother’s ready anger, because Pa had somehow failed again. But Susan was even quieter than she had been on the wharf. She laid her hand on her husband’s arm. “Come back home, dear.”

He gave her a startled, uncertain look, as surprised by this gentleness as Hesper was. They moved away from the child, and though Susan’s hand still rested on her husband’s arm, it was as though he leaned on her, his long body drooped over the broad figure beside him.

Hesper trailed after them. She paused at Fort Beach a moment to watch a sea-gull catch a fish, and felt a rough hand on her hair and a painful tug.

“Don’t,” she cried, whirling around, tears smarting her eyes. Two boys had crept up behind her—Johnnie Peach and Nathan Cubby. It was the latter who had pulled her hair, and he now began to caper around her jeering: “Gnaw your bacon, gnaw your bacon—little Fire-top’s head is achin’.”

Nat was a skinny boy of eleven, with watery yellow eyes and a sharp nose. Already Hesper was used to being teased about her flaming red hair, but she had not yet learned any defence. She shrank into herself, and tried to keep the tears from rolling out of her eyes.

“Oh, let her be,” said Johnnie carelessly. “She’s just a little kid.”

He was a year younger than Nat, a handsome boy with curly dark hair. He shied a stone at the water and watched it skip.

“What for you’re blubberin’—Fire-top?” taunted Nat, coming closer. “Blubberin’ ’cause your head’s on fire?” He made another grab at her hair.

Hesper ducked. “I’m crying ’cause Tom and Willy’s gone down with the fleet,” she wailed.

Johnnie turned. He raised his arm and struck down Nat’s outstretched hand. “That’s so,” he said. “They was on the Liberty. My uncle’s lost, too, on the Clinton. Reason enough to cry without you roiling her.”

“Oh, whip!” said Nat contemptuously, using an obscene Marblehead expletive. “I betcha my Pa’s lost, too. Leastways, he hasn’t come in from the spring fare yet. Ma, I think she’s given him up.”

Young as Hesper was, she was conscious of an obliquity in Nat, and that his speech about his father sprang from something stranger than bravado or the callousness of childhood. Though he was of normal height for his age, he had a hunched and wizened look and malicious, brooding eyes. He reminded her of a picture of an evil dwarf in the Grimms’ Fairy Tales her father had given her.

“You shouldn’t talk like that,” said Johnnie severely, “and you shouldn’t say ‘whip’ in front of a little lass. Run along home, Fire-top.”

Hesper caught her under-lip with her teeth, though she didn’t much mind the hated nickname from Johnnie. She looked at him adoringly, but the two boys had lost interest in her. They had sighted Peter Union’s dory pulling around the rocks to his landing, and they clambered down to the beach to see what luck the fisherman had had.

Hesper wiped her face on a corner of her white muslin pinafore, threw the trailing ends of her shawl over her shoulders in a gesture duplicating her mother’s, and continued homeward. The old house awaited her, and she thought, as she often had when approaching it from the water-side, that it looked like a great friendly mama cat. Its unpainted clapboards had weathered through two centuries to a tawny silver, and the huge brick chimneys, one on the old wing, one on the new, stuck up like ears. And the sign above the taproom door swung back and forth like a cat’s tongue. There had once been painted emblems on the sign, a pair of andirons and a flying bird above the letters “The Hearth and Eagle”; but they had all faded into a rusty red blur.

Hesper, moved by a feeling of special solemnity, went through the east door under the sign instead of around to the kitchen entrance as usual. The taproom door was closed, but she could hear her mother’s voice, slow and thick with long pauses. So Ma and Pa were shut in there. Hesper wandered into the kitchen. It was still warm with the sunlight from the windows over the sink, but there were clouds building and the wind rising on the harbour.

Beside a fire in the great hearth, Gran sat huddled in her Boston rocking-chair. She was wrapped in fleecy grey shawls, and she looked like a tiny old sea-gull. Her black eyes were sea-gull eyes, too. “What’s Roger doin’ in the taproom with Susan?” she asked querulously when she saw Hesper. “And why’d he run out before?” Her voice was high and thin, but on a good day like this it had a snap to it.

“There’s been a tor-rible thing happen to the fleet,” said Hesper importantly, imitating Captain Chadwick. “Tom and Willy aren’t never coming back. Ma’s telling Pa.”

The old woman’s wrinkled eyelids hooded her eyes. She stopped rocking. “They ain’t never coming back?” she repeated, seeming to consider. Her eyes opened and stared unseeing at the child. Her mouth drew itself into a pucker. “No more did Richard. He didn’t come back.” She shook her head. Her gaze slipped around the bright kitchen to rest on the hooked rug by the entry. “Right there I stood when I last saw Richard. I hooked that rug myself. Ship and sunset we called it.”

Hesper obediently stared at the rug on which she had walked a thousand times. “It’s real pretty.” she said; then drew in her breath. There was a queer noise from the taproom. A broken cluttered sound like someone was crying, and mixed with it Ma’s voice, firm and comforting. Pa was crying, thought the child in amazement, when he hadn’t seemed worried at all about Tom and Willy before. The sounds frightened her, and she puzzled over them until she found the answer. It wasn’t that Pa didn’t feel, it was that he lived so far away he didn’t believe in real things, and when they happened he didn’t know what to do, except turn to Ma and let her comfort him.

Old Sarah Honeywood did not hear the sounds from the taproom. She kept on staring at the rug, and the misty present dissolved into the vivid emotion of seventy years ago, emotion she had thought long outrun, and yet it was still strong enough to rush forward again and overpower the changed body and the dim mind.

She saw Richard as he had stood that July day, boyish and handsome in his regimentals. The “handsomest man in Essex County,” she had said to herself—that long-forgotten Sally Hathaway when Richard first came a-wooing to her father’s house in Cunny Lane. She had said it again on the rug, her arms around his neck, the tears running down her face on to her red linsey-woolsey. With the memory of the red linsey-woolsey, the scene grew sharper and brighter. From outside she heard the shouts of the other men in Glover’s regiment. Orders had just come from General Washington, saying the Marbleheaders must proceed to New York. Already half of them had sailed over to Beverley. Richard must hurry, yet she clung to him, begging and sobbing. He hadn’t wanted to leave her, an eight-months’ bride, and carrying his child. Yet he had been in high spirits.

“Us Marbleheaders’ll show the stinking Red-coats how to fight, show the rest of them quiddling farmers too from back country. And so be it they’ve water down around New York we’ll show ’em what a boat’s for, too.” He had said that even while he kissed her again, and pulled her clinging hands down from his neck.

“Fare ye well, Sally lass—I’ll be back by snowfall.”

But he hadn’t come back. He had helped row the retreat from Brooklyn to New York after the dreadful battle of Long Island, and he had written her a letter, cocky as ever—”We saved the army, us Marbleheaders, we muffled the ors and rowed the poor lubbers acrost that little mill-pond they got down here-along. Don’t fret, sweethart. It’ll be over with soon.”

How long had she kept that letter sewn into her bodice? Years it must have been, because she had nursed little Tom for two years, and long after that the letter was still in her bodice. It was the only letter she had ever got from Richard.

The Marbleheaders had rowed again on the night of December 25th. The old woman, caught by a single-minded urgency, got out of the rocker and walked gropingly towards her own room, the warm kitchen bedroom near the great chimney. In the bottom drawer of the pine dresser she unearthed, beneath piles of flannel nightcaps, an ancient tea-box, its purple roses and green daisies still glowing on the black lid after seventy years. Richard’s letter was inside, tied up with black ribbon and rosemary; but it was not that she wanted. She shuffled through other keepsakes until she found a yellowed newspaper clipping. It was headed “Speech by General Knox,” and she held it at arm’s length, squinting her eyes.

“I wish the members of this body knew the people of Marblehead as well as I do. I could wish that they had stood on the banks of the Delaware River in 1776 in that bitter night when the Commander-in-Chief had drawn up his little army to cross it, and had seen the powerful current bearing onward the floating masses of ice which threatened destruction to whosoever should venture. …”

The remembered anguish of a few minutes ago gave place to the old thrill of pride. Sorrow was a solitary business, but pride must be shared. She put the clipping on her knee, and called the child.

“Hessie—I want you should come here.”

Hesper obeyed slowly, a little rebellious. The strange noise in the taproom had stopped, and she had been amusing herself seeing pictures in the fire, the red leaping castles peopled by tiny golden fairies.

“I want you should listen to this. Set down, child.”

The high quavering voice read the first paragraph out loud, and went on from Knox’s speech. “‘I wish that when this occurrence threatened to defeat the enterprise, they could have heard that distinguished warrior demand, “Who will lead us on?” …’ That was General Washington speakin’, Hessie.”

Hesper’s attention came back with a jerk. She nodded politely. The clipping trembled in Gran’s hand. “And you listen what Knox says next. ‘It was the men of Marblehead, and Marblehead alone, who stood forward to lead the army along the perilous paths to unfading glories and honours in the achievements of Trenton. There went the fishermen of Marblehead, alike at home on land or water, alike ardent, patriotic and unflinching, whenever they unfurled the flag of the country.’”

The long words meant nothing to the child, but she was impressed by the way Gran looked, shining as if somebody’d lighted a candle behind her face.

“Richard was the first port oarsman right back of Washington, Bill Blackler commanded the boat. Josh Orne told me all about it months later. He said there was Richard, the sweat freezin’ on his face, and cussin’ something dreadful, but tryin’ to swallow his oaths on account of General Washington there.”

The old woman gave a sudden cackle of laughter. “Richard was a terrible one for bad language. Anything he didn’t like, he’d yell, ‘To hell I pitch it, and let the devil fry it on his rump!’ I used to beg him to talk gentle, but pretty soon I give up.” She sighed. “But he was a good boy.”

Hesper frowned, struggling with a new impression. Gran often told stories, often changed like this, going from sad to glad so they didn’t make much sense. Half the time she didn’t listen. But something in the way Gran had said “He was a good boy” made it real.

The child put her hand on the bony grey knee. “Who was Richard, Gran?” The old woman twisted her head. An immense futility engulfed her. Explanations—why didn’t people know without being told, why didn’t anyone remember. …

“He was your—no, he was your great grand-sir, I guess,” she said dully. “And he was killed at the Battle of Trenton.”

Killed, thought Hesper. A queer word. A quick rippling word, it didn’t sound very scary. Not like drowned—that was heavy and black.

Sarah had been wandering back again, not to clear-cut scenes, but to a long confusion of strivings. The striving to give birth here in this room—give birth to Tom. And forty years later his own hopeless striving for life, there on this very bed. Then the striving to make a living, running the tavern alone, until Tom grew up enough to help before he went off fishing with the bankers as a cut-tail. And another striving to give life, in this old Birth and Death room, the night Roger was born, and the niminy-piminy daughter-in-law, Mary Ellis, whimpering she couldn’t get through it. Nor did she. Death again. Open and shutting, open and shutting the door of this room. I wish it’d open for me, she thought, I’m getting mighty weary. And she looked at the long cradle which stood in the corner of the room. Built two hundred years ago for Mark, the first Honeywood, who had something wrong with his spine. Rocking would soothe him, ’n it soothes me, too. In the cradle you could let go all this memory of striving, the beautiful grey peace folded over you, you floated back and forth, back and forth in the grey peace, and sometimes the rocking brought your mother’s voice humming a soft little spinning song—and sometimes it brought Richard’s voice singing above the lap of waves against a boat in the harbour.

“He sang real nice,” she said out loud, and she began to quaver:


“A pretty fair maid, all in a garden

A sailor-boy came passing by

He stepped aside and thus addressed her,

Saying ‘Pretty fair maid, won’t you be my bride?’”



“Gran!” cried Hesper, tugging at the old woman’s arm, for Gran had got up, still singing, and was going towards the long cradle. Her eyes had sunk back in her head and there was a silly little smile on her face. She was sliding into one of the bad times, when she wasn’t Gran at all, just a helpless old baby wanting to be rocked.

“Gran,” the child repeated urgently, “don’t get in the cradle—Tom and Willy are drownded.”

The old woman paused, the appeal in the child’s voice reached her. Tom and Willy are drownded. Tom and Willy? She groped through the clinging grey peace, and shook her head, half in annoyance that the child’s voice was detaining her, half in sympathy. “Well, don’t take on, dearie. There’s a many drownded here, and off the Banks too. Hark! I can hear the keel gratin’ on the sand, that’s what folks used to say, when death’s comin’ for them.”

Death—the cool soft greyness floating down through peaceful waters that rocked you back and forth.

Hesper saw that the answering look had gone from Gran’s face. Shaking off the child’s hand, she climbed painfully into the long high cradle. She settled down with a sigh like a swish of wind through leaves.

“Rock Sally,” she whispered plaintively. “Sally wants to be rocked.”

Hesper looked down at the small face on the pillow beneath the sheltering oak hood. The wrinkles were smoothed away, the lips smiling in a secret and remote anticipation.

The child put her foot on the rocker and gave it one sharp push, but misery welled up from her tight chest. She jerked away from the cradle and stumbled into the kitchen.

Gran had gone back to her secret world. Ma and Pa were together behind a closed door. They were talking about Tom and Willy. It was an awful bad thing had happened. But I’m here, she thought, don’t they care that I’m here?

She crept on to her special stool on the hearth inside the fireplace, and leaned her head against the bricks, sobbing quietly.

The small flames kept shimmering and dissolving between the huge andirons; the black balls that topped the andirons stood quiet above the noisy little fire like two proud, strong people. She watched the and irons, and her sobs lessened as she began to think about them. Pa and Gran used to talk of them sometimes, though Ma thought they were dreadful ugly and liked the brass ones in the parlour lots better. Pa called these tall black andirons Phebe’s fire-dogs. Phebe’d brought them on a ship across the sea, so long ago that there wasn’t any Marblehead here at all. Phebe was Mark Honeywood’s wife. The first American Honeywood, Pa always said, though nobody ever would listen except Hesper. Most everyone in Marblehead had families that went way back, too.

But Pa thought there was something very special about Phebe, because of a letter. Pa said a great lady had written it, and it was something to be very proud of. He kept it wrapped in a yellow Chinese silk square in a carved wooden box in the secret drawer of his desk. He’d read it to Hesper on her last birthday; but she hadn’t understood it very well, even though he made her repeat some of the phrases about being brave. “She hath a most sturdy courage” and “It is such as she who will endure in my stead.”

Hesper had been much more interested in the embroidered yellow silk and the black box carved with the faces of slant-eyed men. These had belonged to Moses Honeywood, Pa’s great-great-grandsir, who had owned three schooners in the China trade, and made a lot of money. The only Honeywood who had.

But Pa wouldn’t let her play with the box, and he kept on talking about Phebe and Mark. He spoke of them as heroes and gods, comparing Mark to Odysseus and Phebe to a radiant all-conquering Hera. Sometimes he was bad as Gran, making her listen to old stories when she wanted to be playing hide-and-seek between the fish houses with Charry Trevercombe.

Hesper watched the andirons and the small leaping tongues of fire between them, when suddenly a thought struck her with the thrill of revelation. It was over two hundred years since Phebe brought those andirons here, but she must have sat just like this sometimes and watched them, too. Phebe was dead—all those others after her—Isaac and Moses and Zilpah and Richard, and now Tom and Willy, too. They were all dead. But the andirons were still just the same. They’re letting me watch them now, she thought, with awe. Then there were some things like the fire-dogs—the letter, the house itself—that went on and on even if people did die. Things that didn’t draw away from you and leave you alone the way people did. Things that didn’t change from day to day. Miss Ellison, at Sabbath school, said God didn’t either. But you couldn’t touch and see God.

She frowned, struggling with a further concept. For had not Phebe and Mark, being dead, become as enduring as the andirons? Neither could they change now, and yet it was because of what they had been that Hesper, sitting by the hearth in the old house, was as she was.

Pa had said something like this when he read her the letter; but she had not understood. Now a great yearning came to her.

What were they like, Phebe and Mark? Why did they come here? What made the great lady write the letter?

She rested her head against the brick facing, and her eyelids drooped. But it seemed to her that on the flagstone hearth she saw the image of a ship, the size of the schooners in the harbour but of a strange and quaint rig. And it seemed to the child that on the deck of this ship she saw the figure of a girl in blue. She could not really see the girl’s face, and yet Hesper knew that there were tears on it Frightened, anguished tears, and this seemed strange to her, for she knew the girl was Phebe, and did such brave people cry or shrink like that?

Hesper sighed, and the image on the hearthstone blurred and faded. Her head fell forward on her chest, and she slept. Outside, the noreaster ripped up the harbour, piling the leaden waves against the wharves and causeway. The rising storm brought restlessness and danger in its whistling blasts, but the house gathered around to protect the yearning dreams of still another Honeywood.
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